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Inside track

M
y suggestion last week that
things were winding down
before Christmas has proved
to be far from true; there has

been a flurry of activity before the
inevitable lull. Clients have been
thwarted, the Thesp has been wise and
the mega-house is sparking interest.

The latter appears to operate with a
feast or famine mentality, perhaps
mimicking the character of its owner. I
had made a stand and decided not to
show it any more but the market, having
swelled enormously this year, is growing
closer to the price now being asked. Of
course, it’s still too much.

As I walk round the lofty 11,000 sq ft,
refusing to take the lift to each of the six
floors and turning lights on and off, I
wonder if I shall miss this house that I’ve
come to know rather well over the past
two years. Its story has thrust its way
into my life, interrupting seclusion on a
Sri Lankan tea plantation, walks on a
Cape Cod beach, a sujourn spent reclining
by a swimming pool in Marrakech and
several dinners with someone I loved. I’m
being ridiculous: I would not miss the
house in the slightest if I managed to get
the thing off my hands. “If only,” I think.

Though I act primarily on behalf of
people buying, I do occasionally (in cases

such as the mega-house) act for sellers.
The property has to fall into a unique
sphere that sets it apart. They are the
sort of properties that don’t need
advertising campaigns or glossy brochures
and require purchasers that don’t want
to see track records. These houses are
“off-market” and that gives them an
added allure. I have a couple of such
propositions gearing up for sale next year
and at that level – £10m plus – discretion
comes at a premium.

I’ve been working with a couple for the
past six months. They had arranged rented
accommodation until Christmas, so from
the outset their priority has been to be in
their new house by mid-December. I found
a townhouse in Kensington that fitted the
bill, being at walking distance from their
children’s school and having the desired
square footage. We agreed an offer and
were ready to exchange in mid-November.
The vendors seemed charming, offering us
coffee in the morning, wine any time after
four, telling us about the local patisseries
and delicatessens and gushing effusively
that they were so happy my clients were
buying the house.

On the day of exchange, though, the
vendors’ solicitor was uncontactable – as
were the vendors. We had become so
chummy that I had their number – I had

recommended my reflexologist to the wife
(such things often make a difference). I
called and she picked up and then
escaped the call immediately, promising
to call back. She did not.

Confusion reigned for several days until
the agent informed us of a private offer
the vendors had received unexpectedly,
and said they were embarrassed and
shocked. Not embarrassed and shocked
enough to honour our agreement. My
clients wanted the house, we had secured
it at a good price and the market was
rising, so we matched the private offer. I
bumped into the vendor on the street and
she was full of gush about how happy she
was that things had worked out and how
she knew that all would end well. No
mention was made of their less-than-
honourable behaviour.

O
n the day of exchange their
solicitor told us they would now
complete after Christmas, leaving
my clients homeless. I was

incandescent and my instinct was to tell
them to take a running jump. I called my
clients, half in rage and half in apology
for the vendors’ behaviour.

“She’s a fraud,” my client said simply.
“We want the house, we’ll agree to the
new completion date.”

“You are being mightily calm,” I said.
“I’ve just got my bonus,” my client

replied. “I’m taking the family to Bali for
Christmas and New Year but don’t tell
them. I won’t forget this.”

He is the one banker that I’m pleased
got a whacking bonus this year.

The Thesp was witness to this phone
conversation and saw my relief that a
resolution has been reached. I started
ranting about the vendors.

“You’re like me, you take things
personally. You give too much in every
aspect of your life – I’ve seen it – and you
expect the same in others.”

“I’m not sure,” I said deprecatingly.
“It’s not a compliment,” the Thesp said.
“I just hate disingenuous behaviour.” I

changed tack.
“And you can’t do economy – in

words, in commitment, in emotion, in
long-haul.” The Thesp continued his
character assessment.

“So what do you suggest Quentin? How
shall I change in the new year?”

“Not one jot. As the Great Bard said, ‘to
thine own self be true’.’’

Some details have been changed

secretagent@ft.com
More columns at www.ft.com/secretagent

On Show
Architecture and absence

Throughout a career spanning more than
30 years, German photographer Candida
Höfer has explored what she has called
the “psychology of social architecture”.
Her largeformat photographs depict the
interior spaces of wellknown buildings –
libraries, museums, theatres, historic
houses – in the absence of human figures,
encouraging the viewer to consider them
anew. Having previously exhibited in
Bologna, Höfer turns her attention to
Florentine architecture in this show at the
city’s Palazzo Medici Riccardi.
‘Portraits of Spaces’, Palazzo Medici
Riccardi, Florence, Italy, until January 24,
tel: +39 (0)552760 340,
www.palazzomedici.it

Review launched
Each year, ID magazine publishes its
Annual Design Review, which showcases
the cream of product, furniture, graphic,
and environment design. The ADR has
been running since 1954, highlighting new
design trends and their impact on wider
culture. Featured work is chosen by a jury
of leading practitioners in the field,
with prizes awarded to the best entries in
each category. The 2010 competition is
now open – to be eligible, work must have
been created between January 1 and
December 1 2009. Entries must be
submitted by Tuesday, tel: +1 715 445
4612 ext 13430, www.idmag.com

David EvansA green reckoning
Copenhagen’s ecoblueprint divides opinion – even among its residents. By Oliver Lowenstein

It is everywhere, of course. On a visit
to Denmark, signs for the impending
COP15 United Nations Climate
Change Conference seem all-pervasive
as Copenhagen uses the opportunity

to promote itself. As one long-time environ-
mentalist puts it, with a wry smile: “Think,
if there is a deal, how everyone will refer to
‘Copenhagen’ just as people have ‘Kyoto’.
What better promotion is there?”

Not surprisingly, efforts have been
stepped up to promote what its tourist liter-
ature calls “the world’s greenest capital
city”. In August laws were passed to reduce
carbon dioxide emissions 20 per cent within
five years, the aim being to become the
world’s “model eco-city”.

Cycling makes up a sizeable chunk of
Copenhagen’s green image. Thirty-five per
cent of journeys are by bike – many all-year
round – along a network of 307km of bicycle
lanes. The aim is to raise this to 50-60 per
cent by 2020.

The city is also ahead on several other
fronts. Its transport infrastructure is an
acknowledged world leader, with more than
three-quarters of its housing energy mix
coming from district-based, rather than oil-
based heating, redirecting waste heat from
refuse incineration plants, and biomass-
powered combined heat and power plants.

Copenhagen was also an early adopter of
“industrial metabolism”, an earlier version
of the heavily hyped “cradle to cradle
design” or “C2C”, which imitates natural
systems so that materials and products are
reused repeatedly, rather than going to
incineration or landfill. The city runs the
largest renewable materials plant in north-
ern Europe; 90 per cent of materials are
reused. All this, together with advanced
urban design – the city-centre Stroget shop-
ping street was pedestrianised in 1966,
Europe’s first – has led to the evolution of
the beguiling phrases “to Copenhagenise”
and “Copenhagenisation”.

On top of this comes one of the most
ambitious eco-development projects in
Europe: Nordhavnen. Though little known
across mainland Europe, it is the largest
metropolitan eco-district development in
Scandinavia, arguably rivalling the United
Arab Emirates’ Masdar and Shanghai’s ill-
fated Dongtan initiatives. It covers a prime
site on the northern edge of Nordhavnen
harbour’s post-industrial cityscape, with
3.5km of defunct docklands to be turned
into homes and workspaces for 40,000 people
over the next half-century. The team
charged with executing the project, COBE,
Sleth Modernism and Polyform, has envi-
sioned a future “using what we’re good
at . . . from bicycle culture to energy drawn
from large-scale offshore wind-farms”, in
the words of the team’s young Aarhus-based
master planner, Soren Leth.

Yet some of the people closely involved in
Danish urban planning suggest that Copen-
hagen’s eco-reputation is both more compli-
cated and mixed than it appears. Nord-
havnen, the latest public-private collabora-
tion between the City and Port Develop-
ment and Copenhagen Municipality, follows

on from Orestad and Sluseholm, other
recent big developments that have met with
less than ecstatic reactions. For quite a few
people, the hopes surrounding Nordhavnen
are tempered with trepidation.

Asked how sustainable his home city is,
Jens Kvorning’s eyebrows rise: “I call
Copenhagen a Jeckyl and Hyde town – a
double city,” says the professor of urban
planning at the Royal Danish Art and
Architecture Academy. “On the one hand
you have a dense inner city and the phe-
nomenon of Copenhagen as a cycle city. On
the other hand there are the postwar subur-
ban districts. There, distances are too great
for cycling and people simply use their
cars.” While commuting in inner city
Copenhagen has been reduced and is at a
low level, work journeys by car from satel-
lite towns are increasing, as are high ener-
gy-use lifestyle and leisure activities during
non-working hours. “There is nothing we
can do about what people choose here and
how they choose to travel. So while control-
ling energy consumption related to lifestyle
isn’t impossible, it’s very different [from the
city centre] and a big problem, requiring a
different type of planning policy.”

Nordhavnen, as a compact, dense area, is
one large-scale attempt. However, as the
latest in a string of mega-building and
infrastructure projects in what is called the
Oresund region, the eco-district might have
its work cut out. Oresund – or, in PR-speak,
the Baltic Gateway – is the narrow sound
of water dividing Denmark from Sweden’s
southernmost tip, spanned by an 8km
bridge that opened in 1999.

The communication and transport corri-
dor linking Copenhagen, its densely popu-
lated Zeeland hinterland, the bridge and
the Swedish city of Malmö has become a
focus for development. Orestad, a com-
pletely new urban district featuring build-
ings by many of Denmark’s most promi-
nent architects – such as CF Moller, 3XN,
BIG and Vand Kunst – and master-planned
by Daniel Libeskind, has, since 2003, been
rising on conveniently placed, unused gov-
ernment land. With more than 3,000 apart-
ments completed, the aim is for up to 20,000
people to live and 80,000 to work in the new
urban district when it is completed in 20
years’ time.

Propeties currently for sale in Orestad
include a 90 sq metre, three-bedroom apart-
ment with a balcony for DKr2.27m
(€305,000) and a 109 sq metre, two-bedroom
flat with a 40 sq metre terrace for DKr3.3m,
both from estate agency Home. Robinhus
meanwhile has a 102 sq metre, two-bedroom
flat for DKr2.5m and a one-bedroom, 90 sq
metre property for DKr2.6m.

As Denmark’s first big public-private
partnership, however, Orestad’s planning
approach has also proved controversial.
Birgitte Svarre, head of research at the
internationally respected urban planners
Gehl Architects, points out that the inclu-
sion of eco-friendly principles has been
inconsistent. “Proposals for a dispersed
network of shops and facilities were
ignored, in favour of one central shopping

mall,” she explains, echoing a criticism
voiced by other professionals and residents
alike. Hans Kristensen, who directs Copen-
hagen University’s Research Centre for
Housing, also notes how Orestad’s dense
mid-to-high-rise template is undermined by
the abiding Danish dream of small family
housing. He’s sceptical of its long-term
appeal, despite generous apartment sizes.
“Many one-child families move there but
once there’s a second child it’s too difficult
and they move to the suburbs.”

Kvorning is more sanguine, seeing Ores-
tad as partly experimental. “It’s working in
a way; it’s been a learning process,” he
says, but few believe Orestad’s environ-
mental footprint was given any sustained
consideration. Kvorning counters that
Nordhavnen is “trying to respond to some
of the problems” found there.

One person who is singularly unapolo-
getic about Orestad is Leth. “It can’t be
seen as a failure,” he asserts, emphasising
how completely new and different its
urbanism is: “There hasn’t been anything
like this in Denmark before.” His focus,
however, is now on the new eco-city. “Nor-
dhavnen is a combination of Dutch urban-
ism, Danish suburbia and Tokyo – self
growing, very dense.” The masterplan –
which is being exhibited during Cop 15 –
envisages a 50-50 divide between new and
rebuild, all zero energy, with high recy-
cling levels in the materials mix. “The
Danes are good at re-using old materials,”
Leth says. In keeping with Copenhagen’s
skyline, buildings do not rise higher than
six storeys, as part of an attempt to empha-
sise human-scale intimacy. As elsewhere in
Copenhagen’s re-creation of its extensive
harbours, old mills will be turned into
homes, with canals threading through its
3.5 sq km in a kind of eco-Venice of the
north. The sustainable highlight, however,
is “The Green Loop”, a multi-level Metro
and cycle route circling the district that
will be within 500 metres of all those living
and working in the new district.

Despite Nordhavnen’s grand ambitions,
eco-cities have an uncanny knack of turn-
ing out rather differently from their initial
vaunted dreams; and so far none has been
completed. As someone who endured five
hours of Shanghai bus, ferry and taxi
travel to check out China’s Dongtan eco-
city earlier this year – only to arrive in a
car park surrounded by windswept reed
marshes with not a building in sight – I
cannot help but wonder how Nordhavnen
will actually end up. Then again, this is
northern Europe, where contemporary
environmentalism is at its most advanced.
If there is any part of the world where such
a project is has a chance to succeed it is
the Nordic world. If it does, it will be a
mighty feather in Copenhagen’s eco-cap.

The Nordhavnen Eco-City exhibition runs
until December 16, www.nordhavnen.dk

Oliver Lowenstein runs the green cultural
magazine Fourth Door Review.
www.fourthdoor.co.uk
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Details
Estate agencies
Home, tel: +45 86154 300,
www.home.dk
Robinhus, tel: +45 33111
006, www.robinhus.dk
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When goodwill
gets gazumped

The
Secret
Agent

Trendspotter
You might have enjoyed music visualisers
– turning digital tracks into a psychedelic
lightshow displayed on your screen – on
your PC or even your iPod. Now sounds
are being harvested by some designers to
create more impressive synched image
shows for the home. Some even
incorporate water displays.

The Japanese and the French both have
concepts that promise to be in
production soon. Yuki
Yamamoto’s Spica
(www.yydesign.net),
pictured right, interprets
music using lightlit
bouncing water droplets
while Arnaud Lapierre’s
concept is a large
upturned satellite
dishshaped speaker
whose membrane holds
a pool of water
(www.arnaudlapierre.com).
Play music and the sound
causes both ripples and
light that can be projected
on to a wall.

For entertainment
without the wet look, there
is Gear4’s SoundOrb
Aurora, below, an iPod
docking station that includes LEDs that
cycle through thousands of colours,
creating an ambient effect inspired by the
Northern Lights (www.gear4.com).

Or perhaps you might like to immerse
yourself totally in a soundlight display

in your own personal booth. From about
£2,000, the Oculas Group will build you
an Ovei (www.ovei.co.uk), an immersive
personalised media pod where sound joins
vision to transport you out of reality
totally. For those less transcendently
minded, the Rock ’n’ Flower is a new take
on the dancing flower responding to
music, with movement and colour
changing petals at just £19.99 from
www.theglowcompany.co.uk. Guaranteed
to bring you amusingly back to earth with
a wry smile.

Michael Fitzpatrick
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