
Hertfordshire is the thinking 
man’s home county. With 
no coastal resorts and little 

rolling countryside to distract, a 
high population density and en route 
to indisputably real destinations in 
the Midlands and further north, it 
appeals to temperaments more given 
to work and refl ection than to leisure.

� ere’s something in the air. To 
architects it evokes new towns and 
the work of Hertfordshire County 
Council Architects’ Department, 
with its ambitious programme to 
deliver an estimated 176 schools 
in response to demand generated 
by the 1944 Education Act, which 
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John Pardey’s residential retrofi t of the former 
Oaklands College points the way for similar 
buildings ripe for conversion, writes Felix Mara
Photography by Andy Matthews
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promised free secondary education in 
England and Wales. � is programme 
was notable for its rigorous and 
intelligent use of technology to tackle 
this challenge in an era of post-war 
scarcity of steel and other resources: 
a genuinely Modernist project, which 
was also distinguished by its stylish 
output, as recorded in contemporary 
monochrome photography (below). 

Oaklands College in St Albans, 
which in response to today’s demands 
has been retrofi tted as fl ats by John 
Pardey Architects, belongs to the late, 
mature, period of this programme 
and benefi ts from the years of 
research which preceded it. >>
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Oaklands housing development, St Albans
John Pardey Architects
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When the campus was completed 
in 1960 it comprised St Albans 
College of Further Education, which 
provided general education for 15 to 
18-year-olds and leisure and vocational 
courses for a wider age range, and the 
Hertfordshire College of Building. Its 
construction is characteristic of the 
programme, with extensive off -site 
fabrication and dry construction, 
demountable partitioning and a 
dimensionally co-ordinated light 
gauge steel structural frame, which 
could be quickly bolted together on 
site, with stanchions fabricated from 
angles and welded lattice beams. Its 
fl oors are precast, pre-stressed planks 
and the decks supporting its roofs 
are trapezoidal asbestos cement. 
But, whereas earlier Hertfordshire 
schools had precast concrete cladding, 
by this stage the department was 
experimenting with aluminium 
curtain walling, plastic spandrels, cedar 
weatherboarding and facing brickwork.

� e campus is also distinguished 
by its informal site layout, with 
pavilions of various heights connected 
by bridges and landscaped interstices, 
planted with more than 200 trees, 
nearly all of which have been retained.

When Oaklands College relocated, 
the client saw the campus’ potential 
for its redevelopment as housing 
and John Pardey Architects made 
proposals for retrofi tting the seven 
original buildings, all Grade II 
listed, and adding 15 new blocks, 
laid out in a similar Mondrianesque 
rectilinear pattern, creating a total 
of 329 fl ats. � e central concept 
for the retrofi t involves pods 
containing all services, kitchens and 
bathrooms, which separate living 
and sleeping areas, avoiding the 
need for walls for this purpose.

‘You couldn’t get away with >> 

� e concept involves pods 
containing all services, 
kitchens and bathrooms

Bin St
0

N
20m

Location plan

1.  St Peter’s Road
2.  Manor Road
3.  Lemsford Road
4.  Hatfi eld Road

Below New block 
balconies and 
hundreds of mature 
trees provide 
solar shading

1

4

2

3





0 1m

Legend

  1. Entrance
  2.  Bedroom
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Block A (1 bed) Block A (2 bed) Block B (2 bed) Block C (2 bed 
maisonette)

Block F (2 bed)

Block F (1 bed)

E-block (2 bed)

Typical services/kitchen/bathroom pods
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building it now,’ says John Pardey 
Architects associate Hugh Richardson. 
‘�e challenge was to make the 
envelope work by today’s standards.’

Asbestos in the original building 
was a health risk, so the spandrels 
were removed but the roof deck was 
retained, with the proviso that no 
fixings should penetrate it. Another 
concern was insulation standards. 
Double glazed units were installed 
and, in order to retain the profile of 
the original spandrels and cladding 
by reducing the build-up in these 
areas, as required by the conservation 
officer, the roofs were heavily 

insulated. To avoid heavy fascias, the 
thickest build-up of the roof is set 
inboard, forming up-stand kerbs. 
�e finish, originally bitumen, is 
single-ply membrane. Rather than 
re-anodise the original aluminium 
cladding, the client chose to brush 
clean it and apply a new finish.

‘It was a typical balancing act 
between the requirements of the 
Building Regulations and the 
planners and, in a way, we were 
pleased there were so many planning 
constraints,’ says Richardson. ‘�at’s 
the reason why it looks the way it 
does – commercial factors would 

�is busts the myth that 
lightweight construction 
isn’t suitable for housing

have taken away its elegance.’
Concerns about the load-bearing 

capacity of the original floor slabs 
proved unfounded and tests on the 
party wall and floor construction, as 
completed, demonstrated compliance 
with Approved Document E. �ere 
were, however, compromises in the 
project’s environmental performance. 
Plans to adapt the college’s boiler 
system as a replacement for the 
original electric air-heating system 
were a victim of the recession and the 
flats have geo-condensing boilers.

‘�e new blocks adopt a palette 
of natural materials that picks 
up on the grey, ordered and calm 
expression of the existing units, 
using aluminium-framed windows, 
pre-weathered zinc storey-height 
cladding panels and grey terracotta 
rainscreen tiles,’ says director John 
Pardey, who likens this strategy to Paul 
Smith’s ‘classics with a contemporary 
twist’ approach to tailoring.

‘One of the highlights of the project 
was our contact with the original 
architect, John Wakely,’ says Pardey. In 
the spirit of Modernism, he provided 
his expertise, helping Pardey to adapt 
the buildings for a new purpose. Just as 
Wakely et al ’s original building dispels 
the notion that architectural quality 
cannot be achieved with systems 
building, Pardey’s retrofit busts the 
myth that lightweight construction 
isn’t suitable for residential 
architecture in Britain. �is project 
will help to free up similar buildings 
which are ripe for conversion. �
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This page The 
‘grey, ordered and 
calm expression’ 
(Wakely) of the 
original blocks was 
the inspiration for 
the elevational 
treatment of the 
new blocks



Project data

start on site   
April 2008
completion   
July 2011
gross internal area   
17,297 m2 
total cost   
£25.88 million
cost per square metre 
£1,496
architect   
John Pardey Architects
client  
Nicholas King Homes 
structural engineer   
Barton Engineers
m&e consultant   
Hoare Lea
approved building inspector   
Assent 
main contractor  
NK Homes
conservation consultant  
Mervyn Miller
facade consultant   
Cladtech
landscape consultant  
Mark Cooper Associates 
arboricultural consultant   
CBA Trees
ecology consultant   
Nature Matters
sustainability consultant   
Faber Maunsell
accessibility consultant  
Penton, Smart + Grimwade
cdm coordinator  
Bridge Security
timber weatherboarding  
T&G western red cedar with Cuprinol 5 star 
preservative treatment
spandrel panel render   
StoRend Flex over Bluclad carrier board
curtain walling   
Existing aluminum refurbished- brush cleaned with 
mill finish. New double glazed panels and seals
roof covering   
Single ply membrane over tapered insulation over 
existing trapezoidal deck. Inboard upstand with thin 
roof edge made of anodised aluminium
internal walls and partitions  
British Gypsum
annual co2 emissions   
Not disclosed 
procurement   
Design & Build
masterplan  
Chris Rudolf (PRP)
quantity surveyor   
NK Homes
project manager   
NK Homes
cad software   
Vectorworks
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Working detail

  1.  Two 75 x 225mm 
treated sw 
upstands

  2.  Single ply roof 
system dressed 
over new parapet

  3.  New anodised 
aluminium coping 
bottom edge to 
project 5mm over 
existing

  4.  Existing anodised 
aluminium coping 

  5.  Existing trapezoidal 
profile asbestos 
cement roof deck 

  6.  Vapour barrier
  7.  Breather 

membrane
  8.  Two layers 12.5mm 

standard wall board
  9.  Tapered insulation 

from maximum 
perimeter height of 
150mm over 
vapour barrier

10.  Single ply 
membrane

11.  Existing two-layer 
felt roof 

12.  Existing structure, 
shown indicatively

13.  Two layers 12.5mm 
Gyproc Soundbloc 
skimmed and 
painted (first layer 
to be foil backed)

14.  Acoustic 
separating board

15.  Acoustic insulation

16.  15 x 100mm 
painted MDF 
skirting with max 
6mm diameter 
pencil chamfer

17.  Perimeter assembly 
trimmed as 
necessary

18.  Refurbished curtain 
wall with new 
double glazing

19.  Nylon packer
20.  Sto Rendflex on 

Bluclad board
21.  One layer 30mm 

Kingspan 
Kooltherm K5 
EWB insulation 
bonded to Bluclad 
board with polymer 

adhesive
22.  Liquid vapour 

check ET-150 
Idenden sprayable 
vapour barrier 
coating

23.  Vapour barrier 
bonded to void 
side of 
plasterboard

24.  Roller blind
25.  Blind pelmet 

comprising two 
layers 12.5mm 
Gyproc Soundbloc

26.   Valley gutter
27.  Syphonic rainwater 

outlet
28.  Existing roof finish 

thoroughly swept 

and cleaned
29.  Ventilation slot
30.  Two layers 65mm 

Kingspan 
Kooltherm K12 
framing board 
insulation

31.  Coffered concrete 
slab

32.  White trickle vent, 
face fixed at 
1,200mm centres, 
concealed under 
sill projection

33.  25mm MDF 
window sill with 
19mm overhang 
and 6mm pencil 
chamfer to exposed 
top edge

Typical parapet, facade and intermediate floor detail sections
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