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It looms. Brooding over the wintry Sheffield skyline, positioned
imposingly on the crest of a hill, stands the largest, and perhaps
most controversial, listed building in Europe. Depending on your
point of view, the Park Hill estate, a sprawling snake of low-rise
social housing opened in 1961, is either a striking statement of
utopian, post-war optimism or a brutalist concrete monstrosity.
It’s the kind of building that can’t be ignored, that forces you to
form an opinion. You either love it or you hate it.

Standing on the top floor, looking out over the city centre with
Tom Bloxham and Jonathan Falkingham, founders of Urban Splash,
one of the UK’s most successful and innovative property developers,
it’s clear that they absolutely love it.

‘We will leave this city, not less, but greater than it was left to
us,’ declares Bloxham. It’s a rough translation of part of an oath
taken by the young men of Athens thousands of years ago, declaring
their commitment to civic duty. ‘Those of us who are privileged
enough to leave something behind that will outlive us have a huge
responsibility to leave a good legacy.’

Some would question the value of the legacy left by Park Hill’s
architects and concentrate on its status as a renowned sink estate.
But Tom and Jonathan wax lyrical about the building’s strengths and
its aesthetic. Corbusian staircases. Free flow of space. ‘So much of
modern building has no vision,’ Tom bemoans. ‘The architects of
Park Hill had a vision of a place that would make people happier, with
running water, light and modern conveniences. Now architecture
seems to be more about maximising square footage and minimising
costs. We'd rather create a beautiful space and make an impression.’

Since 1993, the pair have been making their mark all over the UK.
Taking on projects that others would consider to be problems -
empty factories, dock buildings, tower blocks, even whole streets.
lUrban Splash has a reputation for transforming such places into
fimaginatively designed, and highly desirable, living and office spaces.

We are standing in the first phase of the building’s redevelopment,
a concrete skeleton, painstakingly stripped out by hand using lump
hammers and wheelbarrows. Listening to the pair talk, it’s easy to get
a sense of how this framework will be given new life.

‘People always say sink estates will never be nice places to live. With

desirable place to live, Tom says. It’s hard to imagine now, but there
M\\as a time when a flat in one of these blocks was a dream home.
JAround 2000 people were rehoused from slums into one of more than

‘There’s a beauty to the brutal concrete structure,” says Jonathan. ‘It
was a revolutionary building for its time, and aspirational. But people’s
aspirations change, so we want to make it into something new.’

The dirty brickwork panelling is being replaced with non-fading
anodized glass panels and large windows. The finished building will
be bright, light and colourful, while retaining its modernist structure.

THE PARK HILL
ESTATE WAS
GROUNDBREAKING
WHEN IT WAS
CONSTRUCTED, AND
ITS RENOVATION
SHOULD PROVE TO
BEJUST AS SEMINAL
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‘There are lots of companies that create buildings,’ says Tom.
‘But our driving force is to create great buildings. Of course we
want to be successful, but I hope we never build a bad, or even a
mediocre, building.” Urban Splash’s current back catalogue doesn’t
show any signs of mediocrity. A no-compromise attitude to good
design has made the company responsible for some of the most iconic
redevelopments of the past decade. Like Fort Dunlop in Birmingham,
once an abandoned Grade II listed factory, now an award-winning
retail park, hotel and offices. Or the Midland Hotel, a landmark piece
of Art Deco architecture on the seafront in Morecambe.

Their mix of entrepreneurial spirit and ambitious creativity is a
winning combination. As Jonathan explains: ‘When we first partnered
I had lots of ideas of what could be possible with some of the great
buildings in the city. He [Tom] had fantastic business sense, and
together I think we tempered each other’s excesses.’

‘Our approach has always been the same regardless of the style of
architecture,” he continues. ‘We try to preserve what is good about a
building, but do something new to tackle a building’s imperfections.’
There’s no trace of pastiche in any of their projects, and the balance
between old and new is what makes Urban Splash’s developments
striking while remaining true to the building’s original character.
‘We don’t have a template, like other property developers. When we
take on a project, it’s the building itself that inspires us.’

‘T always ask myself, would I like to live or work here?’ says Tom.
‘If I can’t say yes then I won’t do it.” So whether it’s a Victorian mill
or terrace, an Edwardian factory, Art Deco hotel, or 1960s tower
block - no style or period is off-limits. ‘There are only two types of
architecture,” he declares. ‘Good and bad.

Which brings us back to Park Hill. ‘People often look at buildings
like this and think because of bad maintenance they’re not worth
saving. But I'd put Park Hill in the same category as great buildings
like the Barbican, or even the Tower of London. They’re the buildings
that give a place its character and make it distinctive,” says Tom.

‘I don’t want to live in a place that has the same high street, the same
shops, the same office blocks and filling stations as everywhere else.
Architecture is what makes a town or city special, and where you are
lucky enough to have interesting buildings you should preserve them.’

It looms, unavoidably large, on the Sheffield skyline. But where
you may see bare bones, boarded-up windows and concrete under
grey skies, a transformation is taking place, an example of how,
with a little bit of imagination, beauty can be found even in the
most unexpected of places. urbansplash.co.uk
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