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among the undulating sea of cream rendered houses that 
cascade down the valley towards Newry city centre 
sits the sculpted form of the new Kennedy FitzGerald 

Architects designed Leisure Centre. Phase one -containing the 
‘wet’ uses (see March/April 2016 Perspective) - runs adjacent 
to the old Bessbrook to Newry Tramway, now a public right of 
way, and was completed by KFA in spring 2015. The recently 
completed phase two addition (costing 10 million) houses the 
‘dry’ uses - an ‘eight-court’ sports hall, squash courts, gym, 
changing facilities and café, as well as a number of small multi-
purpose rooms. 

“The initial idea was to continue the same design as phase one”, 
says project architect Terry Hamilton. “The challenge was - do 
you carry on doing exactly the same?” But, the angle of the 
phase two site boundary and the possibility of generating a 
different geometry opened up a new conversation about how 
the scheme might develop a different but complimentary 
architectural language. “It’s not a different scheme” Terry 
tells me, “there’s similar materiality, similar ideas reinforcing 
the same concept.” While conceptually similar, an interesting 
dialogue between the phases has been created by what Terry 
calls “the delay of time.” The phasing of the project has allowed 
KFA to enter into a conversation that phase one had already 
begun. 

It’s a bold but clever move. Repeating phase one would no doubt 
have provided an interesting building. But, by creating a mutual 
conversation partner, they have brought the building into a 
much more interesting dialogue with itself. Conceptually the 
building is one. Simple geometries, inspired by the undulating 
forms of the distant Mournes, and generous recessed openings 
animate both facades. Cladding lines on phase one match up 
with the glazing frames of phase two, knitting both buildings 
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together. Materially, the white oak cladding, brise soleil and blue 
brick plinth create a canvas on which the differences between 
the phases can be expressed without the buildings feeling 
disconnected. The clever conceptual and material similarities 
have given the architect space to introduce a very lovely new 
addition - the ‘dogtooth’ brick. As the sun finds gaps between 
the fast moving grey clouds, the seven degree angle casts 
beautiful, flickering shadows across the facade. Animated by 
the dancing shadows, the eye is drawn away from what could 
have been a more worthy way for such a building to connect 
with the ground. A strip of gravel? Some landscaping? Or a 
difference in paving might have very simply better marked the 
connection between the building and the city it now serves. 

Using the same material pallet internally, the transition 
between the phases is seamless. Generous brightly lit corridors, 
orientated around the ‘eight-court’ hall, are easily navigated 
by the simple and clear, architect designed, dual-language 
signage. The occasional fluorescent green locker door, or red 
rubber flooring, accents the predominantly white and grey 
colour scheme. Services are hidden in the ceiling void, accessed 
via a simple but clever slatted timber ceiling panel - well lit to 
draw the eye away from the pipes it hides. Where required, grey 
acoustic panels are subtly hung from the ceiling or, like artwork, 
are positioned in varying shades on walls, creating a pleasant 
acoustic environment - even when busy. Almost every space, 
no matter how deep in the plan, is filled with light; both artificial 
and natural - begged, borrowed and stolen through recessed 
roof lights or other spaces. This feels like a healthy building.  

As the door to the main sports hall opens and closes, sounds 
of balls being kicked and goals being celebrated float down 
the corridors. These, the familiar sounds that resonate around 
leisure centre sports halls, have been cleverly dealt with through 
the use of high-level plywood cladding. The ply not only creates 
a pleasant acoustic environment but the natural finish adds a 
warmth to a space that is all too often reduced to the lowest 
common design denominator of painted block. Long strips of 
north facing roof lights allow for the consistent lighting needed 
in a sports hall, while natural through-ventilation - typical in 
most new leisure centres - moderates the temperature and 
provides fresh air. 
The stair, a beautiful concrete concertina, expanded to reveal 
the folds of red rubber flooring, is a very nice detail indeed. 
Timber handrails set in the chamfered recesses of the thick 
concrete balustrade continue the mountain-inspired geometric 
rhythm that runs throughout both phases. The generous first 
floor landing, with floor-to-ceiling glazed screens - borrowing 

generous amounts of natural north light - also serves as the 
sports hall viewing area. On the south side of the building, 
looking out towards Carlingford Lough, is the gym. A simple, 
functional space: white, with splashes of colour, making clever 
use of large amounts of glazing, the heights of which correspond 
to the gym equipment to maximise views.

A predominantly glazed first floor corridor links back to phase 
one, where the view out towards Rostrevor Forest, framed by 
the ‘dogtooth’ brick façade, is nicely paralleled by the sedum 
roof of the ground floor cafe. Internally, the cafe space works 
well. The first floor timber joists are left exposed, adding some 
‘warmth’ and balance to the colder exposed cream brick and 
white walls. Natural light is well distributed, with shadows from 
the external brise soleil drifting slowly across the floor. Glazed 
openings puncture the roof, providing a visual connection 
back to the first floor and revealing the depth of the structure 
above. Externally, the cafe - the primary visual link between 
the two phases - is a little less successful. Perhaps, without 
the verticality of the timber cladding and the deeply recessed 
glazing, a lighter, more delicate feel could have been achieved - 
though admittedly not easy on a south facing elevation. 

What KFA have achieved with Newry Leisure Centre is very 
clever. Where phase two could have been a repetition of the 
same, they have used “the delay of time” to create something 
different - a building that is responsive to its users, aware of 
its surroundings and in the middle of a rather interesting 

conversation with itself. 

David Capener
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