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Preface:  
History Lessons

By Ray Gindroz FAIA
Principal Emeritus, Urban Design Associates

Graham Stewart’s writing is a result of rigorous research and 

documentation of both the ideals of large scale twentieth 

century housing constructions and their problems. He does 

not make judgements, but relies on documented statements 

of those in the best position to make them: residents, English 

Heritage and Peter Smithson himself. 

As someone whose career spans the full cycle described in 

this publication, I find his account of the period to be helpful 

in sorting out the strengths and weaknesses of the era’s 

enthusiasms.

I began with great enthusiasm for the visionary work of Le 

Corbusier and his followers. In 1963, as a young architect, I 

stayed in Le Corbusier’s Unite d’ Habitation Marseille block and 

was inspired by a long visit to the Park Hill Estate in Sheffield 

when it was partially complete and the first streets were being 

occupied. The idea of ‘streets in the sky,’ large open spaces on 

the ground, and wonderful views from every room of every unit, 

seemed to be the best way forward for cities.

And then in the course of the past fifty years, I experienced 

first-hand the severe problems and disastrous results of 

efforts that conceived the city as a single work of architecture, 

especially in the form of large scale projects designed for a low 

income population. 

Early in the Housing Reform movements around the world, 

low income housing was provided in buildings that were ‘part of 

the city’ and, as such, embedded in the urban fabric. But in the 

post-war period they expanded into enormous housing ‘estates’ 

(‘projects’ in the United States) that were ‘apart from the city.’

Lacking critical qualities of urbanism – human scale public 

spaces with a mix of uses and activities – they failed to provide 

the frameworks that can foster the creation of social capital 

and respond to changing life styles and populations. Most 

importantly, they lacked connections to their contexts, both 

physically and socially, leading to isolation and stigmatization 

of their residents.

By the late 1970s the ‘estate’ or ‘project’ approach was 

failing to serve its residents and was compromising the health 

of the cities it inhabited. The process of dismantling the system 

and trying to return to a more urban approach was beginning. 

In the United States, the ‘HOPE VI Program’ of the 1990s 

demolished many such projects and transformed their sites into 

mixed income, mixed use neighbourhoods. This programme 

had its origins in the emergence of tenant rights organizations 

which gave residents a voice in determining the quality of their 

community. In many cases, they made it clear that the ‘project’ 

form for a community had failed and that the projects needed to 

be redeveloped. The ‘HOPE VI program’ provided the funding 

and mechanisms for this on condition that there be intense 

engagement of residents and the citizens of the city in which the 

projects were located. In nearly every case, these transformations 

had an extremely positive impact on not only the lives of residents, 

but also the adjacent areas of the city by creating urbanism. 

Graham Stewart’s essay poses a series of challenges and 

lessons for those involved in implementing the regeneration 

of Blackwall Reach. For example, with the disappearance of 

surrounding industrial uses, the introverted form of Robin 

Hood Gardens needs to be replaced with a more open form 

that connects with the adjacent communities in an organic way. 

Extending Poplar High Street to Naval Row, providing an active 

facade along Cotton Street and creating a Station Square are 

elements of the master-plan which respond to this challenge. 

But, to be successful, the character and quality of these spaces 

will need to be carefully developed as the abstract forms of the 

master-plan are transformed into a living environment.

The lessons of the past warn of the danger involved in 

creating a monolithic housing estate rather than an urban 

quarter rather than an urban quarter with both a variety of 

public spaces at different scales and a diverse building stock. 

For a safe and welcoming urban realm, the architecture 

needs to provide maximum interaction and visual connection 

between dwellings and public spaces.

It is now understood that to build a socially sustainable 

community, there needs to be a wide mix of type and tenure of 

housing. This is particularly challenging in view of the crushing 

demand for affordable housing and the London Borough of 

Tower Hamlets’ commitment to meeting that demand, with a 

resultant high density of development. It also means a wide 

range of services and other uses, so Blackwall Reach becomes 

a fully functioning community. 

And most importantly, the process of transforming the 

diagrammatic forms of the current master-plan should engage 

existing and future residents and the wider community in 

Poplar as well as the responsible agencies. The history of the 

site demonstrates the dangers of building a vision that may not 

be in tune with the experiences and aspirations of those who 

will live in it. Without their involvement, there is the danger of 

repeating history. 
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The Smithsons’ Vision

‘The theme of Robin Hood Gardens’ wrote Peter Smithson, 

‘is protection. To achieve a calm centre, the pressures of the 

external world are held off by the buildings and outworks.’1 

The 214 flats in two facing slab blocks that he and his wife 

Alison designed in 1968 therefore part-enveloped a communal 

landscaped area and, by holding it in their embrace, created a 

barrier that shut out the noise – and also the bustle – of Poplar 

and that ‘external world’ beyond. 

Anyone who comes to Robin Hood Gardens today can see 

what Alison and Peter Smithson intended. This stretch of the 

7.8 hectare Blackwall Reach site presents the urban planner 

as much as the architect with considerable dilemmas since 

it is bounded north, east and west by busy roads and, to the 

south, by both the Aspen Way (the A1261) and the elevated 

track-line of the Docklands Light Railway. It is, in effect, a large 

traffic island with a patch of greenery at the centre, around 

which residents live in concrete slab blocks.

The core issue is simply stated: is the best living 

environment created by accepting the limitations of this site 

and designing within that constraint or by redeveloping the 

area as a means of challenging the sense of confinement? 

The Smithsons opted for the former solution. In doing so, 

they succeeded in creating a genuinely tranquil – if hardly 

picturesque or even especially recreational – green space in 

the midst of a heavily urban context. But as accommodation 

blocks, Robin Hood Gardens failed those it was designed 

to serve for reasons this publication will explore. Learning  

from the mistakes is central to ensuring a better future for 

everyone interested in building a better Blackwall Reach. 

While many architects handed the brief to design what became 

Robin Hood Gardens might have approached the constraints 

of the site with trepidation, Alison and Peter Smithson saw it as 

a tremendous opportunity. The moat-like isolation that the busy 

bordering thoroughfares gave it from the rest of Poplar suited 

perfectly the attitude of the husband and wife architectural 

practice. In their designs, their teaching and their theorising, 

the couple rejected the role of the traditional interconnecting 

urban streetscape. As the architect Ken Baker – who worked 

with the Smithsons – has put it, ‘the theory was that new roads 

would be carved through the city allowing for the development 

of buildings around pedestrian areas, free of cars and general 

traffic.’2 Blackwall Reach was thus the perfect site, surrounded 
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The Blackwall Reach site with the Aspen Way and Blackwall DLR station 
in the foreground and Robin Hood Gardens in the centre of the picture.



by strategic arterial roads, at the heart of which old-fashioned 

tenements would be bulldozed to make way for a landscaped 

zone around which the Smithsons could build what they 

termed a ‘landcastle.’3

The overall concept was in keeping with precepts developed 

by modern movement architects led by Le Corbusier in which 

traditional streetscapes should be swept aside to create new 

accommodation blocks sitting in parkland around which, in 

separate spheres, motorways would convey cars and lorries 

at unimpeded speeds. And in the 1960s Poplar seemed to 

Le Corbusier’s disciples to be a perfect test-bed to put their 

theories into practice.
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Joel Gascoyne’s map of 1703 with, inset, a detail of the area of 
Blackwall Reach including ‘Robin Hoods Lane.’
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The Place

In Poplar, as the Royal Commission on Historical Buildings’ 

Survey of London summarises, ‘the pre-1939 fabric has all 

but disappeared, and is represented by only a very few dock 

buildings, churches and public houses, pockets of nineteenth 

century housing, and a range of public buildings.’4 Wartime 

bombing accelerated the determination to create extensive 

local authority housing schemes in the 1950s and 1960s, often 

in estates rather than along the old street pattern while the 

subsequent closure of docks during the 1970s and 1980s erased 

what had previously been the single most important source of 

employment and a focus of identity, community and struggle. 

Yet, for all the changes visited upon it, Poplar was not a 

gap site, still less a greenfield site without a past or collective 

sense of memory. Ships were being repaired at Blackwall Yard 

since at least the fourteenth century. During the seventeenth 

century, when the yard built and repaired the fleet of the 

East India Company as well as Royal Navy warships, it was 

the biggest commercial employer in London and by the time 

it was depicted by the artist Francis Holman in 1784, it was 

widely believed to be the largest privately-owned shipyard in 

the world. The East India Company not only offered the main 

source of income, it also provided social amenities including a 

chapel (subsequently the parish church of St Matthias, now a 

community centre) and almshouses for the poor. 

For all this, until the period of dock expansion at the end 

of the eighteenth century, Poplar had been little more than a 

hamlet running along a gravel ridge north of the marsh levels 

of the Isle of Dogs. Joel Gascoyne’s map of the parish of St 

Dunstan’s Stepney in 1703 shows Poplar consisting of merely  

a line of houses on either side of Poplar High Street which  

connected Blackwall Yard at the eastern top of the u-bend loop 

of the Thames to the more sizeable habitation of Limehouse 

at the top of the western loop from which the approach to 

London began. Although fields, the current site of Robin Hood 

Gardens was already delineated by a rectangle of roads with 

Bow Lane to the west and north, the most easterly inhabited 

stretch of Poplar High Street to the south and ‘Robin Hoods 

Lane’ marking the eastern boundary, beyond which was the 

effective dead-end of Bromley Marsh (which became the site 

of East India Docks) and the River Lea.

Expansion came in 1790 with the construction of the 

Brunswick Dock, followed by the West India and East India 

Docks between 1800 and 1806. Poplar’s population rose from 

around a thousand in the middle of the seventeenth century 

to 4,500 in 1801 and to over 12,000 in 1821. By 1861 it had 

soared to 43,500, when shipbuilding in the area was nearing 

its peak. In terms of the size of workforce, the mid-nineteenth 

century proved to be the boom years, with 27,000 employed 

in Poplar and Blackwall’s shipbuilding yards in 1865. This, 

however, was the eve of a debilitating slump and by 1891 

only 6,000 were engaged in the craft, the Thames having 

comprehensively lost out to the Clyde as the centre of Britain’s 

shipbuilding industry. Poplar’s fortunes – and its living standards 

– accordingly floundered in the last decades of the nineteenth 

century. Particularly hard hit were the shops along Poplar 

High Street which became a slum area, commercial activity 

increasingly migrating to Bow Road where the town hall of the 

Metropolitan Borough of Poplar (as it became in 1899) was built. 

The statistics make for depressing reading. In 1887, when 

30 percent of Londoners were deemed to be living below the 

poverty line and 18 percent were middle class, in Poplar the 

corresponding proportions were 40 percent and 6 percent.5 

During the first two decades of the twentieth century, the 

settling in the borough of migrants particularly from India and 

China became far more of a feature. Yet this could not reverse 
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Blackwall Yard in 1784 as depicted by Francis Holman.



Poplar’s declining population, which fell from almost 60,000 

in 1901 to 22,000 in 1961 – back to where it had been in the 

early 1840s. Given the vast expansion in London’s population 

in this intervening period, it was a remarkable shrinkage.

The borough council was not an impassive spectator to 

these problems, indeed Poplar became a byword for social 

action. In an effort to reduce chronic overcrowding and 

improve the quality of accommodation, the first of Poplar’s 

local authority housing estates was built during the 1890s. 

Their construction gathered pace during the inter-war 

period, a process that war damage speeded further (despite 

the accompanying depopulation). Until the 1960s, most of 

these buildings remained relatively low rise and traditional in 

appearance (brick fronted with pitched slate roofs). Even as 

concrete-exposed buildings became more prevalent in the 

Sixties, slab blocks were generally preferred over the taller 

point blocks found elsewhere in London. The most notable 

exceptions to this preference were those completed in the 

second half of the Sixties as a result of central government and 

Greater London Council (GLC) incentives to build high density 

towers: up went four 21-storey point blocks on the Barkantine 

Estate, the 19-storey Fitzgerald House on the Lansbury Estate, 

the 25-storey Kelson House on the Samuda Estate on the Isle 

of Dogs and Ernö Goldfinger’s iconic 27-storey Balfron Tower 

on the Brownfield Estate, the latter two completed in 1967 and 

thus the year before the collapse of Ronan Point in Newham 

turned the popular tide decisively against high-rise living. 

While these towers were going up, what is now Blackwall 

Reach was being cleared. The site was bisected by Poplar 

High Street and the stretch of it being demolished contained 

mostly two-story houses and shops built in the early nineteenth 

century and featuring the Oriental Music Hall – originally 

designed with an elaborate ‘Moorish’ facade in 1873 though 

later much altered as the Queen’s Theatre. The theatre, very 

much a traditional music and variety hall, could seat 3,100 

and survived wartime damage (although its exterior lost its 

ornamentation), eventually closing in 1956. London County 

Council bought it in 1964 with the intention of demolishing it 

for a new local authority housing estate.

Despite its history and its curiosities, the area had long 

been considered a slum. Of 208 homes which in the 1870s 

occupied the site now covered by Robin Hood Gardens, 81 

were deemed unfit for human habitation. It was described at the 

time as ‘one of the most unhealthy rookeries in Poplar’ leading 

the Metropolitan Board of Works to instigate a compulsory 

purchase scheme as a precursor to redevelopment in 1883.6 

The hoped for interest from the Peabody and other social 

housing trusts did not materialise and instead a developer, 

James Hartnoll, bought much of the site. On it he built seven 

blocks of four and five storey height which were intended to 

provide housing for 1,392 people in 542 flats, mostly of one or 

two rooms, creating a occupancy rate of 1.3 persons per room. 

In contrast to the ‘jerry built’ homes it replaced, the new blocks 

were robustly constructed. 

Anointed with the rather grand title of Grosvenor Buildings, 

the principal selling point was that each of Hartnoll’s flats came 

equipped with a kitchen and a lavatory. But large families often 

ended up renting flats designed for no more than couples, 
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Poplar High Street in 1932. Advertisment for apartments in Grosvenor Buildings.
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ensuring the occupancy rate was exceeded, the buildings 

became overcrowded and living conditions deteriorated. 

There were rent strikes in 1915 and 1939 and further poor 

tenant-landlord relations in the early 1960s. Despite finding 

Grosvenor Buildings structurally sound, in 1965 the Greater 

London Council (the LCC’s successor body) decided to 

demolish rather than refurbish them. Doing so, along with 

other adjacent premises, displaced 1,200 people for whom 

building new homes became a pressing priority. The following 

year the task of designing a new estate was given to Alison and 

Peter Smithson.

Grosvenor Buildings which was knocked down to make way for Robin Hood Gardens.



Bring On the Brutalists

Born in 1923 and determined to make his mark from an early 

age, Peter Smithson never hid his ambition to become ‘the world’s 

greatest architect.’7 Marrying fellow architect Alison Gill in 1949, 

the two started their own architectural practice the following year 

upon winning the commission to design a secondary school at 

Hunstanton in Norfolk. Completed in 1954, the school showed 

the influence of the ‘less is more’ modernist, Mies van der Rohe, 

consciously avoiding decoration of any kind in order to produce 

a stark assembly of welded steel frames, glass and concrete, an 

aesthetic that was true to its materials. Teachers who worked 

there generally hated it8 and the factory-style assembly of steel 

frames holding up large glass panels ensured both uncomfortably 

high temperatures in summer alongside high heating costs in 

winter as the only means of preventing the schoolchildren from 

shivering. Nevertheless, within the dreary context of post-war 

Britain, the school was instantly admired by the architectural 

profession, The Architects’ Journal duly describing the Smithsons 

as ‘the bright hopes of the profession.’9 

The Hunstanton school is the pioneering built example of the 

Brutalist Movement in British architecture. Peter Smithson had 

adopted the moniker ‘Brutus’ while a student and, acknowledging 

Le Corbusier’s promotion of béton brut (raw concrete), Alison 

Smithson introduced the name for the movement in 1953 when 

commentating upon an earlier unrealised design for a house in 

Soho as being ‘the first exponent of the New Brutalism in England’ 

because its specifications were ‘to have the structure exposed 

entirely, without interior finishes wherever practicable.’ The term 

was given far wider currency two years later in an article in the 

Architectural Review by the couple’s friend, Rayner Banham,  

when he attributed to them and their belief in an ‘utterly 

uninhibited functionalism’ the workable development of Le 

Corbusier’s dictum that ‘c’est avec des matières brutes établir 

des rapports émouvants’ (‘architecture is the establishing of 

moving relationships with raw materials’). The aim was to ensure 

that buildings were memorable, did not conceal or decorate 

their materials and revealed their structure, though ultimately 

‘what characterizes the New Brutalism’ announced Banham ‘is 

precisely its brutality, its je-m’en-foutisme (‘couldn’t care less’), 

its bloody-mindedness.’ 10

 Given their influence, the number of buildings the 

Smithsons succeeded in executing was surprisingly few. Of 

those that did materialise, perhaps the most satisfactory was 

the expensively Portland stone-fronted Economist Plaza (1959-

63) in the heart of London’s old-fashioned clubland. There a 

modern, corporate American-style plaza unusually managed 

– whether or not intentionally – to recreate the spaces and 

alleys of medieval London. Another prized commission for 

the Smithsons, to build the British embassy in Brasília, was 

cancelled before their plans could be put into action. 

Instead, the Smithsons emerged as influential propagators 

of their ideas through lecturing, writing and as Britain’s most 

active participants in the Congrès Internationaux d’Architecture 

Moderne. CIAM was a driving force for promoting Le Corbusier’s 

teaching and advocating the promotion of rationalised, mass-

produced building techniques over outmoded craftsmanship. 

During the mid-1950s the group splintered and fell apart. As it 

did so, the Smithsons became leaders in a related, but smaller, 

international collaborative forum, Team X, along with the Dutch 

modernist, Jacob Bakema, with whose ideas about social 

housing they enjoyed much cross-fertilisation. In Team X’s 

Primer, which acted as a manifesto for the group, it was often 

Alison Smithson’s contributions that showed the most strident 

denunciations of past wisdom. ‘Our most obvious failure is the 

lack of comprehensibility and identity in big cities,’ she wrote, 

‘and the answer is surely in a clear, large-scale road system – 

the Urban Motorway.’ Few urban planners would now share 

this sentiment: the overwhelming tide of both professional 

and lay opinion being that smashing through historic fabrics 

to create multi-lane highways actually represented one of 

the most dehumanising aspects of the modernist urban 

dystopia. Alison Smithson however wrote with a remarkable 

degree of self-certainty that the march of progress and her 

own prejudices were as one, asserting that, ‘the problem of 

re-identifying man with his environment cannot be achieved 

by using historical forms of house-groupings, streets, squares, 

greens, as the social reality they presented no longer exists.’11

These, then, were the ideas animating the Smithsons as 

they began to plan Robin Hood Gardens. In doing so they drew 

heavily upon two of their previous unexecuted projects: their 

submission for the Golden Lane Housing Scheme (1951-52), 

and for the Haupstadt district of Berlin (1957-58) in which they 

proposed a vast Bakema-influenced estate with pedestrian 

zones raised up upon giant elevated podiums, beneath 

which dual carriageways would roar with traffic.12 Rejecting 

the then increasingly fashionable point block, their Golden 

Lane proposal outlined a less high housing estate navigated 

horizontally by street decks. The scheme did not invent the 

idea (as Rayner Banham pointed out in 1955 it merely ‘put 

the idea of the street-deck back in circulation in England’)13 

and was a refinement of Le Corbusier’s idea of the ‘building as 

street,’ though with the ‘street’ attached to the exterior sides of 

the buildings rather than contained within. 

For Robin Hood Gardens, the Smithsons conceived 

an estate consisting of two unconnected slab blocks, each 

running north-south along – and acting as a barrier against 

– the busy roads beyond (Cotton Street to the west and the 

Blackwall Tunnel Approach to the east). So much did these 

roads mould the design that each block cranked roughly half-

way in order to follow the corresponding twist in the roads. 

By running north-south, the blocks ran counter to the mostly 

east-west direction typical of Poplar’s street layout.

Robin Hood Gardens • Blackwall Reach10
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The two slab blocks were almost identical in look and 

design, though of different height and length. The western 

slab, bounded beyond by Cotton Street was the longer of 

the two and was seven storeys high while the eastern slab 

(bounded Robin Hood Lane) was shorter but taller, at ten-

storeys in height. Except on the ground floor where single 

storey flats were provided for elderly tenants, the upper 

floors contained duplex (two-storey) apartments. In all, 

there were 214 flats intended for between two and six-

person residency. Between the two blocks, the demolition 

of Manisty Street, Mackrow Street and Lidgett Street allowed 

for the creation of an open space which was grassed 

over, the spoil from the demolition heaped in the centre 

to create a small hill vaguely reminiscent of an Iron Age 

burial mound. This area of greenery was at the heart of the 

Smithsons’ efforts to create an oasis of calm to the extent 

that the residential blocks were conceived to act as sound 

barriers against the traffic noise from Cotton Street and 

the Blackwall Tunnel approach. It was as if the apartment 

blocks’ primary purpose was to provide a quieter setting 

for the grass. In that sense Robin Hood Gardens was aptly 

named.

As to accommodation, in both blocks, the bedrooms 

faced on to the inner/‘garden’ side in order to benefit from 

its bucolic calm. The kitchen-dining rooms were also placed 

on this side. Unfortunately, the opportunity to construct 

appealing areas to sit and look out into the landscaped 

area was squandered – what could have been balconies 

were made too narrow to sit out in and were required to be 

kept unimpeded in order to ensure they could provide fire 

escape access. Some of them are currently made yet more 

unappealing by being covered-over with netting.

Robin Hood Gardens’ eastern slab block.

Robin Hood Gardens’ western slab block.
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Streets in the Sky

Because priority was given towards the bedrooms being on the 

quiet side of the buildings, the living rooms were located on the 

outer/noisy side looking out respectively across the traffic on 

Cotton Street and towards the Blackwall Tunnel. It was a shame 

that the rooms in which residents might be expected to want 

to spend most of their waking hours faced out towards these 

dismal prospects, rather than towards the internal greenery. 

It was also along these outer sides that the estate’s principal 

feature ran, the access decks glamourised with the title ‘streets 

in the sky.’ It was on to these ‘streets’ that the apartments had 

their front doors. 

For architects who were often credited with demonstrating 

a readiness to explore new ideas and adapt accordingly, the 

Smithsons’ debt to the thinking of the Fifties was particularly 

unfortunate as far as Robin Hood Gardens was concerned, 

not least because by the time work began on the development 

there was already mounting evidence, thanks in particular to 

the rapid failings of the Park Hill estate in Sheffield, that the 

slab block and street deck concept was flawed.14 Choosing to 

ignore the evidence and the critics, the Smithsons went ahead 

with their design.

The description of Robin Hood Gardens’ access decks as 

‘streets’ was always a spurious way of marketing what are, in 

reality, no more than windy corridors exposed to the elements. 

In any traditional environment, streets work by being part 

of a network that connect together a village, town or city. In 

What might have been balconies are instead fire escapes without a place to sit.
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contrast, the ‘streets’ of Robin Hood Gardens are not even cul 

de sacs. Though, it might be argued that in the sense that they 

perform no connecting function beyond running the length 

of the building they serve they could be described as that 

most useless of thoroughfares – double-ended cul de sacs. 

The only place the ‘streets’ lead to is the lifts and stairwells 

located at each end of each block with an additional stairwell 

inserted, roughly midway at the point where the blocks crank. 

For – whatever the Smithsons’ ultimate ambitions for creating 

a far larger estate – the Robin Hood Gardens as built did 

not interconnect, consisting as it did of its two slab blocks 

divorced from each other by the intervening parkland. Perhaps 

because it was assumed it would be knocked down, no point 

of reference was attempted with the pre-existing east-west line 

of social housing at the northern edge of the estate (Anderson 

House, Mackrow Walk and Woolmore Street). 

Robin Hood Gardens differed in an essential and inferior 

way to the Park Hill estate in Sheffield. Built between 1957 

and 1961 and therefore pre-dating Robin Hood Gardens by 

a decade, Park Hill was a considerably larger council housing 

estate designed by Jack Lynn and Ivor Smith which adhered 

to many of the basic precepts articulated by Le Corbusier, the 

New Brutalism and, indeed, the Smithson’s unrealised Golden 

Lane proposal. Park Hill snaked around a hill which provided 

it with dramatic vistas and (to use a phrase deployed to his 

own work by Peter Smithson) ‘charged voids’ with all but the 

highest level of its ‘streets in the sky’ connected directly onto 

‘real’ streets on the ground. It was thus possible for pedestrians 

at ground level to navigate their way through the estate to 

almost whichever flat they wanted to go to without having to 

climb stairs or ascend in lifts. In this way, Park Hill – whatever 

its other limitations – at least made the most of its location 

to become an almost organic part of a greater civic whole. 

It was thus the reverse of Robin Hood Gardens which was 

intentionally designed to block out its surrounding environment 

and to look introspectively in on itself. 

What was more, Park Hill’s access decks made a far better 

effort to be streets in the sky through the generosity of their 

dimensions – wide enough to allow milk floats to travel along 

them and deliver milk bottles to each door. The cramped and 

mean dimensions of the Robin Hood Gardens ‘streets’ could 

take no vehicle wider than a bicycle which would then have to 

lugged up and down stairwells or upended into a lift. Not only 

were Robin Hood Gardens’ ‘streets’ narrow, their low ceilings 

projecting on cantilevers over them made for a claustrophobic 

atmosphere and helped to act as wind funnels. Too narrow to 

perform the functions of a real street they failed to create a sense 

of community and a safe, let alone appealing, place for children 

to play. Yet they were sufficiently public and impersonal to 

ensure they denied residents’ their sense of personal space. The 

search for privacy and a degree of distance from the ‘street’ was 

lost if their neighbours, or their friends, loitered just outside their 

living room windows to have a smoke on the access decks. In 

these respects, ‘streets in the sky’ offered the worst of all worlds.

Another issue was the construction and ‘finish’ (or lack of 

it) to the estate. Robin Hood Gardens was built of standardised 

pre-cast concrete that, made off-site, ensured a minimum of 

site work. In keeping with the ‘Brutalist’ agenda of being true 

to materials ‘as found’ (in other words no disguising of the 

materials used), the two slab blocks unapologetically broadcast 

their grey concrete construction. This was Rayner Banham’s 

‘bloody-mindedness’ writ large. The only exterior decoration 

deemed permissible was the presence of concrete ‘fins’ to 

provide a rhythm of vertical articulation to the slab blocks’ 

horizontal monumentality. While exposed concrete buildings, 

like Le Corbusier’s Unité d’Habitation in Marseille, could 

adopt the hues and sculptural shadows of the Mediterranean 

sunshine, the effect was less uplifting in the typically greyer 

and danker climes of the Thames Estuary.

A further problem with the solid concrete construction was 

that it ensured an absence of voids in which to run cabling 

and other utility features. Thus much wiring had to be fixed 

along existing or retro-fitted exterior brackets. Doubtless this 

conformed to the guiding dogma that the workings of the 

building should be, wherever possible, on display rather than 

concealed, but while such stipulations could be pulled off with 

a flourish in expensive ‘high tech’ corporate headquarters, 

running bracketed wires in rubber casings along concrete 

walls and ceilings was hardly likely to look sightly, let alone 

convey a sign of dynamic modernity. 

The east block’s lift shaft makes a bold statement. ‘Street in the Sky’ or ‘Corridor Open to the Elements’?
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A Home and a Castle?

If creating a ‘landcastle’ was their aim then the Smithsons 

proved as good as their word. To mitigate the noise to each wing, 

the two slab blocks were set back from Cotton Street and the 

Blackwall Tunnel Approach Road by a lower-level service road 

which acted as a ‘moat’ leading to underground garages and, 

beyond that, the erection of 10ft high concrete-slab perimeter 

walls. This solution succeeded in muffling the worst of the traffic 

noise at the cost of giving the estate the defensive aspect of 

a fortress. As Peter Salter wrote, ‘the environment is like the 

turbulence associated with some medieval earth working. The 

buildings sit like a sheltering battlement, a running bastion 

enclosing green space.’15

Construction having began in 1968, Robin Hood Gardens 

was finished in 1972, having cost a little over £1.8 million. 

Surprisingly given the significance later accorded it, its 

completion went almost unremarked in the major architectural 

journals let alone the national newspapers. In saluting their own 

handiwork however, the Smithsons were to become lyrical to the 

point of incomprehension, describing not only the slab blocks’ 

role in ‘harnessing repetition to effect a lock between built-form 

and counterpart space’ but also how Robin Hood Gardens 

‘changes connective qualities ... with a quietness that until now 

our sensibilities could not recognise as architecture at all, let 

alone see that it presents us with a new softly smiling face of our 

discipline.’16 Ultimately, as Peter Smithson further elaborated, it 

was ‘for us a Roman activity ... in that it wants to be universal, 

greater than our little state – related to a greater law’ and its 

realisation akin to ‘supplying a Romanised city with water.’17 

‘Fort Robin Hood,’ the defensive ramparts repelling Cotton Street.
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What Went Wrong?

In 1973, only a year after Robin Hood Gardens was completed, 

the American critic, Anthony Pangaro, visited the estate and 

was appalled to discover it was already attracting vandalism. 

In particular, the lifts were regularly vandalised. Pangaro’s 

experience is instructive since it goes some way to undermine 

the argument that the estate’s decline was the consequence 

of long-term neglect, years of poor maintenance and the later 

placing of ‘sink estate’ tenants there. 

Rather, the problems were inherent from the very 

beginning. In particular Pangaro faulted the failure through 

the street decks and their arrangement to the flats to give 

residents a sense of personal space and enclosure.18 As has 

been said, the high level access decks were not innovative at 

Robin Hood Gardens, the surprise being that the Smithsons 

persevered with them despite the mounting evidence that had 

accumulated in the preceding years about their failings. The 

pioneering work in the United States by Jane Jacobs, author of 

The Death and Life of Great American Cities (1961) highlighted 

the social flaws associated with the thinking which underlay 

the Smithsons’ approach. Her warnings were thereafter given 

further support in the year of Robin Hood Gardens’ completion 

in Oscar Newman’s Defensible Space. 

Studies by the Design Disadvantagement Team of the 

Land Use Research Unit at King’s College London into crime, 

social problems and estate design in the London boroughs 

of Tower Hamlets, Southwark and Blackbird Leys in Oxford 

suggested that pockets of crime and anti-social behaviour 

correlated more closely to the poor design of the estates than 

to other social factors.19 For instance, without significantly 

changing the demographic profile of the residents who lived 

there, the level of crime on the Mozart Estate in Ladbroke 

Grove was significantly reduced by a variety of measures, 

among which included removing the access decks and above 

ground level walkways which had become virtual toll-bridges 

operated by muggers and thieves.20 The driving force at the 

Design Disadvantagement Team and in pointing out the 

failings of the Mozart Estate was Professor Alison Coleman. 

Disastrously (not least because so many of its features cannot 

be easily altered without demolishing the buildings) Robin 

Hood Gardens scored 14 out of the possible maximum score 

of 16 on Professor Coleman’s register of building features that 

encourage crime.21

The estate was particularly singled out as the embodiment 

of the bankruptcy of the Brutalists’ concrete dream in one of 

the most influential works of architectural criticism of the late-

Seventies – Charles Jencks’ The Language of Post-Modern 

Architecture (1977). The Smithsons’ protestations that the 

estate, while filled with modernist ideas about better housing  

repeated though its fins and strong outward expressiveness  

the rhythms of Georgian Bloomsbury or the crescents of Bath 

was a flight of fancy bordering upon self-delusion. As Kester 

Rattenbury, Reader in Architecture and the Built Environment 

at Westminster University, has pointed out, Robin Hood 

Gardens ‘was still grounded in a profoundly Modernist idea of 

city planning which didn’t let people live in things that looked 

and worked like houses.’22 

The totality of complaints from its residents was twenty 

times higher than the norm for Greater London Council 

tenants.23 In an effort to address some of the vandalism and 

anti-social behaviour, open access to the stairwells and lifts 

was replaced by code-access entry locks and caretakers were 

employed to act as concierges. This certainly improved the 

situation but could do little to mitigate the way in which the 

blocks’ design continued to make life uncomfortable for many 

of its residents who felt intimidated either by other tenants or 

their guests loitering in the narrow access decks and stairwells, 

even if unintentionally all but blocking the free passage of 

their neighbours. The stairwells were constructed in such a 

cramped and confined manner that it is impossible to see 

round the corner, ‘so you worry’ as one critic put it, ‘that you 

are about to get mugged each time you reach a landing.’24

As early as 1977 even Peter Smithson was admitting that 

he and his wife ‘made a big mistake at Robin Hood.’ First, ‘one 

of the most easily enterable spaces is totally under-overlooked, 

and gets a terrific amount of vandalism.’ But Smithson was 

not done with his self-criticism, carrying on ‘but the one big 

mistake, that I still don’t know how to solve, is the notional 

street deck thing. One should be able to get from level to level 

almost without knowing, feeling you’ve got there. But you 

end up with fire stairs, which people pee in.’25 The architect 

could be forgiven for not being able to see a way of solving this 

problem since it was intrinsic to the entire design. It could only 

be solved by demolishing the estate and starting again with 

something radically different.
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Renovation or 
Demolition?

Thirty-five years after its completion, Robin Hood Gardens’ 

owner, the London Borough of Tower Hamlets, was faced 

with stark options for its future. A conditions survey report 

carried out in June 2006 by Capita Symonds concluded that 

‘the two blocks were found to be in poor condition.’ While 

the main concrete frame was still bearing up, the survey 

uncovered significant defects to the external envelope and 

roof coverings, recommended the total replacement of 

bathrooms and kitchens as well as identifying problems with 

the electrical wiring and other service infrastructures. Signs 

of spalling on the concrete were common and particularly 

bad on the surface mullions, many of which had corroded 

to the point where bits of them were falling off, exposing the 

steel reinforcements within.26

The extent of the failings and the intense dissatisfaction of 

its inhabitants ruled against simply carrying on as if nothing 

was needed beyond continuing with ongoing maintenance. 

Either the estate needed to be comprehensively refurbished 

or it needed to be demolished and new accommodation built 

on the site. As quickly became clear, neither represented 

a cheap option and neither could be done without the 

logistical difficulty and personal upset involved in moving 

residents out while their homes were either stripped bare 

and done up or entirely done away with.

If the renovation option was nevertheless to be pursued 

then it was worth looking at what was being done at 

Sheffield’s Park Hill. That estate is being regenerated by 

Urban Splash for a new market: one-third Social Rent and 

two-thirds For-Sale to a combination of former residents and 

young professionals. This is possible because its architecture 

provided the flexible framework of a concrete grid with the 

capacity for changes in plans and location of services, lifts 

and stairs. The elevation is also a ‘neutral’ framework with 

infill panels in brick and aluminium windows. The developers 

have stripped away the infill and replaced the brick with large 

sheets of plate glass and brightly coloured sliding panel to 

provide ventilation. The proportions are the same as the 

infill, but reversed, ie: two-thirds glass to one-thirds solid. 

The result is spectacular inside and out and finely tuned to 

its potential market.

Unfortunately the approach adopted in an effort to 

transform Park Hill’s fortunes could not be transplanted to 

Poplar because Robin Hood Gardens architecture does not 

provide a ‘neutral’ framework. Its structure and fenestration 

are one continuous work of architecture. To modify its facade 

in order to achieve the kind of transformation needed is not 

possible without destroying the architectural intent.

In 2007 English Partnerships and the architectural 

practice Horden Cherry Lee produced a study which looked 

at the option of refurbishing rather than demolishing the 

estate. The study concluded that to bring the 214 units 

to the Government’s Decent Homes Standard would 

necessitate stripping back every flat to its concrete frame at 

an expense of £70,000 per unit. It would cost considerably 

over £100,000 per unit to produce an estate that met 

commercial (private sector) expectations. Finding sums 

greatly in excess of £20 million for a couple of slab blocks 

was not obviously the best allocation of housing resources. 

As Stephen Cherry of Horden Cherry Lee put it, ‘it just simply 

wouldn’t be viable.’27 This was especially evident given that a 

comprehensive redevelopment could provide far more social 

housing accommodation on the site and be made to work 

financially through the concomitant construction of flats that 

would be likely to be far more attractive to home ownership 

than the unalterable Brutalist aesthetic was ever likely to 

entice. Most tellingly of all, a survey of Robin Hood Gardens’ 

residents carried out by Tower Hamlets council (in which 

residents in 110 of the 214 apartments took part) found that 

more than 80 percent of the tenants favoured demolition 

and replacement with a new development offering better 

facilities.

The realisation that both the owners and the residents of 

Robin Hood Gardens wanted it demolished ignited a quick 

and resolute response from the Smithsons’ admirers. Alison 

Smithson had died in 1993 and Peter a decade later. After 

Robin Hood Gardens’ completion they received few major 

commissions, spending most of their time lecturing instead, 

until executing departmental buildings for Bath University 

in the 1980s in a restrained style very different from that 

they had visited upon Poplar. For many in their profession 

however, the memory of them as charismatic and innovative 

exponents needed urgent protection from their critics. Their 

Hunstanton school and Economist Plaza both enjoyed the 

protection offered by Grade II* listed status and the race 

was on to add Robin Hood Gardens to the list – regardless 

of what those who lived there thought of it.

An impressive array of leading architects and 

commentators ranged themselves in a campaign 

spearheaded by Building Design magazine. Understandably 

the campaigners included the Smithsons’ son, Simon – 

himself an architect – as well as such leading names in the 

profession as Zaha Hadid and Richard Rogers. Lord Rogers, 

indeed, proved unrestrained in his enthusiasm, bravely 

claiming that the Smithsons’ ‘were two of the greatest 

architects of the second half of the twentieth century’ and 

that the Economist Plaza and Robin Hood Gardens were 

‘both as good, if not better, than any other modern building 

in Britain.’ These were bold claims. What was more, Robin 

Hood Gardens’ ‘streets in the air’ Rogers believed created ‘a 
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unique and beautiful environment’ while its two slab blocks 

had ‘a magical quality’ and ‘a majestic sense of scale, 

reminiscent of a Nash terrace.’ He dismissed the buildings’ 

problems on council neglect and those who lived in it.28 

Naturally the protestations of those who did not choose 

to live in Robin Hood Gardens that they better understood 

the quality of the estate than those who had endured years 

dealing daily with its problems generated a mixture of mirth, 

anger and incomprehension. Suggesting that if they thought 

it was so good they should put their money where their mouth 

was and put in an offer for the estate, Simon Jenkins teased 

‘I doubt if its defenders have gone near it. Architecture’s love 

for Robin Hood Gardens is strictly platonic.’29 

Indeed the architectural experts were far from universally 

convinced of its merits. While Building Design campaigned 

for its retention, The Architects’ Journal denigrated it. The 

judgment of the Pevsner guide to the Buildings of England 

was particularly damning: ‘though impressively monumental, 

the scheme is ill-planned to the point of being inhumane.’30 

In presenting a series on British architecture for Channel 

5 in 2006, the chief executive of English Heritage, Simon 

Thurley, highlighted Robin Hood Gardens as representing 

‘everything that is bad’ about ‘cheaply built concrete 

estates.’31 

Nor was this all. Even one of the most significant – and 

generally laudatory – publications on the Smithsons’ work 

concluded that for all ‘the intellectual sophistication of the 

intentions,’ Robin Hood Gardens was in part ‘meretricious’ 

and ‘failed as a place of human habitation.’32 While finding 

much to admire in their Economist Plaza and some of 

their later small-scale commissions for private clients, 

the critic Hugh Pearman concluded that in attempting to 

separate ‘the hype from the reality’ Robin Hood Gardens 

perhaps suggested that the famously polemical couple 

should ‘have stuck to talking.’33 A symposium organised by 

the Architectural Association concluded that Robin Hood 

Gardens ‘spelled the end of its designers’ international status 

as star architects.’34 It would be difficult to disagree with this 

judgment both as a point of fact (few commissions followed) 

and because rather than pointing the way forward to a brave 

new world in social housing design, Robin Hood Gardens 

proved the final expression of a ‘streets in the sky’ idea that 

was already twenty years old and had, in the meantime, 

been better handled by others. Far from being influential, 

it was a dead end, spawning no positive legacy save as an 

example of what not to design. 

In 2007 English Heritage issued its Selection Guide – 

The Modern House and Housing (Domestic Buildings 4) in 

an effort to explain the considerations for what would, and 

would not, constitute grounds for it recommending listed 

status. The guide made clear that with regard to public 

housing ‘standards are set high, and remember that the 

important factor for any post-war building is whether it 

fulfilled its original brief.’ Several post-war housing estates 

were deemed to have passed this test, including Churchill 

Gardens in Pimlico and in 1998 Park Hill in Sheffield which 

was accord grade II* protection. At issue with Robin Hood 

Gardens were essentially two competing factors: the estate 

as an expression of an architectural idea and interesting 

aesthetic against the estate as a successful solution to 

social housing. On the latter criterion, it was unambiguously 

a failure.

Nevertheless, a variety of arguments were advanced by 

those seeking Robin Hood Gardens’ listing, ranging from the 

claims that it was innovative and its street decks important to 

more general statements that it deserved protection by dint of 

being the product of an important architectural practice and 

that because its co-creator, Alison Smithson, was a woman 

The entrance to Robin Hood Gardens from Poplar High Street which was previously a busy commercial street mixing 
shops, a theatre and housing.
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meant that special consideration should be given to preserving 

her output. Clutching at straws, an argument was even  

advanced that the estate included a significant car parking 

arrangement (the basement garages under the slab blocks). 

Finding these and other claims that the estate was 

an ‘innovative’ work over-stated, Margaret Hodge, the 

responsible minister at the Department for Culture, Media 

and Sport, accepted the advice of English Heritage and in 

May 2008 refused to list Robin Hood Gardens. A year later 

Hodges’ successor, Barbara Follett, found herself having to 

consider whether the decision should be overturned when a 

pressure group for the preservation of modern architecture, 

the Twentieth Century Society, sought a review, claiming 

that procedural errors prejudiced the findings and that 

‘the listing decision took into account irrelevant views from 

current residents on the retention of Robin Hood Gardens.’ 

Concluding that there had been no procedural errors and 

that it was ‘appropriate to take the overwhelming support of 

residents for replacement of the estate into account when 

considering whether Robin Hood Gardens fulfilled its brief 

and worked as it was intended to,’ the appeal was rejected.35 

The London Borough of Tower Hamlets (LBTH) received 

a certificate of immunity preventing it being listed for five 

years, during which time the estate could proceed with plans 

to knock it down.

Poplar High Street looking east, the current view and (below) an indicative perspective after re-development.
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Redeveloping 
Blackwall Reach

While various ingenious, if not necessarily practical, ideas 

were put forward for reusing the Smithsons’ structure, none 

convincingly provided an answer to two questions – how 

would the considerable cost of the renovation/adaptation 

be funded and how would Tower Hamlets’ shortage of 

good quality affordable housing be addressed? Such 

considerations, for instance, militated against turning it into 

a student hall of residence.

For LBTH whose offices are situated in buildings on the 

site of the old East India Dock with views directly over to 

Robin Hood Gardens, the estate was not just an eyesore. 

More importantly, it was a constant reminder of the estate’s 

chronic deficiencies and its inability to meet urgent housing 

demand. As the borough’s mayor, Lutfur Rahman, put it, ‘the 

housing situation of people within the regeneration area was 

critical and below human standards.’36 Around forty of its 

flats were uninhabitable. Attracting private sector investment 

was dependent upon a fundamental redevelopment. Asked 

to give his opinion to the LBTH cabinet in February 2011, 

Mohammed Abu Yusuf, chair of the Robin Hood Gardens 

Tenants’ and Residents’ Association, indicated that ‘most 

residents of the estate were happy with the regeneration 

process due to current overcrowding, lack of amenities and 

poor living conditions. It was considered essential that the 

Council press forward with the scheme before any further 

changes in Government policy restricted progress.’37 

LBTH commissioned Horden Cherry Lee to draw up 

a master-plan as part of the tendering process and, in 

response, alternative proposals were submitted. In February 

2011 LBTH selected Swan Housing and Countryside 

Properties with the architects Aedas to take forward plans 

for a new development at what was to be called Blackwall 

Reach. This site included all of Robin Hood Gardens as well 

as the brownfield site to its south which consisted of sheds, a 

car park and a stretch of scrub leading up to the entrance to 

Blackwall Docklands Light Railway (DLR) station. Registered 

as a housing association with the Housing Corporation since 

1992, Swan manages over 10,000 homes in Essex, Suffolk 

and East London, including the social housing in New 

Providence Wharf adjacent to Blackwall Reach. With over 

two hundred architects in the UK and nearly five hundred 

overseas, Aedas is a worldwide architectural practice, 

founded in 2002, which received The Architects’ Journal 

‘International Practice of the Year Award’ in 2010.38 In taking 

on the brief, Aedas was encouraged by LBTH to take account 

of Horden Cherry Lee’s master-plan which met the council’s 

requirement for a park and for about 1,600 accommodation 

units. The Blackwall Reach redevelopment is guided by the 

twin imperatives of improving the quality of life for residents 

and making far more accommodation available than Robin 

Hood Gardens was able to offer. 

Better communal facilities would be provided: a 

new primary school, a new mosque and new shop units. 

The absence of the latter on the existing site meant that 

residents had to navigate the crossing of several busy roads 

just to make everyday purchases since the Smithsons had 

not considered the benefit of combining commercial and 

domestic properties together, the typical arrangement for a 

traditional townscape. 

While the existing site (including the houses there 

that pre-date the Smithsons’ structures: Anderson House, 

Mackrow Walk and Woolmore Street) contains 252 homes, 

LBTH are keen that up to 1,600 homes can occupy the site, 

thereby making a giant stride in addressing the borough’s 

affordable housing shortage. Of these new homes, 690 

are to be for affordable rent and shared ownership, 

including 530 for social housing for local tenants. All those 

currently resident on the site are guaranteed a home in the 

redevelopment. In addition, new homes are to be built for 

private ownership. Doing so helps create a healthy social mix 

– something Robin Hood Gardens stood accused of lacking 

hence its regular depiction as a ‘sink estate.’ What is more, 

the revenue raised by providing high specification flats for 

private ownership is the means that cross-subsidises the 

provision of the greatly increased availability, and quality, of 

the social housing.

Gone will be the uncompromising ‘brutalist’ aesthetic 

of unfaced, concrete slab blocks, stained by the weather 

and visibly crumbling. In the new development, all flats will 

have balconies or outdoor space. Instead of long corridors 

(let alone ‘streets in the sky’!) residents will have far more 

convenient access to elevators since the elevators will serve 

a far smaller number of flats per floor in conformity with 

the successful model at Swan’s social housing development 

at Alberta House, just across from Blackwall Reach at New 

Providence Wharf.



Urban Connections

The new Blackwall Reach seeks to create five distinct 

environments:

1. In the north-west corner of the site, homes will be organised 

around a small square with the rebuilt school, community 

centre, management office and mosque.

2. Around the site of what is currently Robin Hood Gardens, 

homes will be built facing a large park and two small parks.

3. The currently desolate and deserted Poplar High Street 

will be returned to its former role with shops and other 

communal facilities.

4. A dynamic public ‘Station Square’ will be laid-out with 

shops and cafes, creating a new approach to Blackwall 

DLR station.

5. The existing historic buildings along Naval Row will be 

restored and it will become the focus for a new lower-scale 

residential community.

This approach contrasts with the all-unifying single housing 

estate concept devised by the Smithsons. Yet, flawed though 

it was, there was a logic to the Smithsons’ decision to design 

Robin Hood Gardens as a semi-enclosed fortress. When it was 

built, the estate was hemmed-in by its industrial context, with 

the giant basin of East India Dock to its east and the goods’ 

yards and dock railway lines to the south and west. Trapped 

between these impediments, the estate’s residents were 

effectively contained within a ‘noose.’

But these surrounding environs have been transformed 

since the Smithsons turned theory into concrete. The huge 

dock basin to the east has been filled in and now houses 

LBTH’s municipal centre. To the south, where once was rail-

track and warehouses is now the flourishing residential and 

business areas of New Providence Wharf and Canary Wharf.

A central component in the master-planning for Blackwall 

Reach’s redevelopment is the belated recognition that an 

opportunity presents itself to relax the ‘noose’ around Robin 

Hood Gardens, integrating the area and its residents with the 

thriving environment that is now (and was not previously) on 

their doorstep. Where currently it is a barrier, Blackwall Reach 

should serve as a keystone linking these neighbourhoods. In 

particular, Blackwall DLR station ought to act as a gateway to 

the area. It is, after all, a transport hub that bridges both sides 

of the busy dual carriageway, the Aspen Way. Yet it currently 

enjoys no sense of connection with Robin Hood Gardens 

because the sheds, car park, weeds and high railings of the 

intervening brownfield site interpose themselves.

Where currently the brownfield site stands, the 

redevelopment plans propose creating a public square 

(‘Station Square’) surrounded by cafes, shops and apartment 

blocks. Doing so will join up and extend Poplar High Street, 

connecting it to the larger area both to the west and to the 

east of Naval Row. And it leads to the new park – currently 

walled-off from Poplar High Street – which will provide 

further connection to East India Dock Road. In these ways, 

the ‘noose’ will start to be untied, allowing Blackwall Reach 

to breathe and rebuild its relationship with its surrounding 

neighbourhood. 

It is in seeking that sense of connection – as well as 

providing for many more homes than exist on the current 

estate – that higher density buildings are proposed around 

the new square and towards the DLR line and Aspen Way. 

Their positioning will lead the eye up and over the physical 

boundary these thoroughfares create and on towards the 

skyscrapers of Canary Wharf beyond. The rationale for this 
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How redevelopment 
seeks to take a step-
by-step approach to 
breaking the noose 
around Blackwall 
Reach.



The search for a sense of place 21

approach has already been established by the construction 

of high-rise residential towers along this route to the east and 

west of Blackwall DLR station. The master-plan’s proposals 

fill the gap in this line of high density living, meeting and 

thereby relating to the popular high-rise apartment blocks on 

the other side of the Aspen Way at New Providence Wharf.A 

more dynamic cityscape can be weaved of varying heights 

and densities where previously there was the monotony 

of repetition. Further animation will be provided by open 

spaces, shops and better communal facilities. In doing so, 

sustainable urban regeneration is possible, offering both 

those who currently live – as well as those who wish to live – 

in Tower Hamlets a better quality to their lives.

The master-plan as set out in the outline planning 

application breaks down boundaries and opens up connections 

to the surrounding area as its major urban objective. It also 

breaks down other sorts of barriers by creating a mixed-income 

environment through offering accommodation both for social 

housing and home ownership in contrast to the existing 

estate which is overwhelmingly social housing. Furthermore, 

it removes the strict demarcation enforced by the Smithsons’ 

design whereby the housing estate was wholly distinct – and an 

inconvenient walk away from – the shops. Blackwall Reach will 

create a community that brings together residential and retail 

units just like a traditional village or town centre. The attraction 

of those with higher incomes into the area through the sale of 

Wasteland and a car park (top) currently separate Robin Hood Gardens from Blackwall DLR station. But as this 
indicative depiction shows, the creation of a new ‘Station Square’ will connect together houses, shops and the DLR 
into a recognisable and varied townscape.
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flats for home ownership is one means by which such shops 

and other facilities will be viable entities. In addition, Swan’s 

Social Enterprise Group is committed to helping attract and 

support small businesses to set up and flourish in the area. 

In these ways, the Smithsons’ conception that Robin Hood 

Gardens should be a single use entity – a council housing estate 

providing accommodation that is consciously divorced and 

removed from the commercial bustle, attractions and everyday 

conveniences of urban life – will give way to the creation of a 

genuinely, multi-layered inter-dependent community.

What is already clear from consulting local residents is that 

the one aspect of the Smithsons’ vision that they generally 

agreed they wanted to survive was the park. This is preserved 

in the master-plan. Some of the original landscaping will be 

altered, including the removal of the central mound. Whatever 

the original intention behind its creation, it was underused 

by tenants and interrupted the site lines for parents who 

wished from their apartments to keep an eye on their children 

playing in the landscaped area. The new garden, to be called 

the Millennium Park, will include areas for residents to grow 

vegetables in their own plots, adding to the sense that they 

have a personal stake in the environment around them as 

well as offering them a recreation and a cause for personal 

pride and a measure of self-sufficiency. The outline planning 

application provides a diagrammatic sense of the basic design 

and landscaping concept. The next steps involve developing 

this outline with the help of a diversity of architects as part 

of a process that especially engages existing residents. Of 

paramount importance will be the design of the public realm, 

especially the park, allotment areas and place for recreation 

and relaxation. 

In conclusion, Blackwall Reach’s new design is modern. 

But its ambition is to reverse the conception that the existing 

buildings are the best or only solution and to do so by 

reintegrating this area of Poplar both with its historic roots and 

the emerging modern city around it. Poplar and the wharves 

of Blackwall once offered the first prospect of London for 

seafarers returning up the Thames estuary. In replacing the 

existing estate that turned in on itself and consciously rejected 

its surroundings, the process of reconnecting the area with 

the wider neighbourhood can be undertaken. ‘No man is an 

island entire of itself; every man is a piece of the continent, a 

part of the main’ meditated the Elizabethan poet, John Donne, 

and no part of Poplar should stand marooned from its wider 

community either.

Swan Housing’s New Providence Wharf and the Streamlight building.
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The corner of Cotton Street and Poplar High Street looking south, 
now (top picture) and how it may look after redevelopment. 

Indicative view of how the re-landscaped park may look following redevelopment.
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