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Legacy or heritage? 
Reconsidering the 
Olympic inheritance



Three heritages/legacies

1. The ‘wasteland’ and the history of the 

(pre)Olympic Park

2. Olympic legacy as instant heritage

3. Ancestors – East Bank and the ghosts of 

mega events past



The Festival of Britain, 
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Somewhere beneath the site of the Olympic 

Stadium, December 2007…



The ‘wasteland’ and the history 

of the (pre)Olympic Park



‘derelict’ and ‘run 
down’ 

(Beard 2006)

‘a vast corridor of 
wasteland’ 

(Lee 2006, 6)

‘the majority of the [Compulsory 
Purchase] Order Lands are 

characterised by remnants of past 
uses’; ‘unused and under-used’ 

(Eversheds LLP quoted in Davis and 
Thornley 2010, 92).

‘From a neglected and derelict 
industrial landscape a new park will 

emerge providing world-class 
leisure and sporting facilities for 

Britain, one of the top visitor 
destinations in the country.

(Powell 2012, 423)

‘a derelict 
contaminated 

wasteland’ 

(Tessa Jowell in LOCOG 2012, 9)

‘Once the Victorian industry 
declined, there was little left to 
recommend the region, making 
it the perfect dumping ground 

for bombed-out building rubble 
and other landfill.’ 

(Current Archaeology, 2012)

Beard, M., 2008. Foundations dug for 2012 aquatic centre. Evening Standard, 17 July

Davis, J. and Thornley, A., 2010. Urban regeneration for the London 2012 Olympics: Issues of land acquisition and legacy. City, Culture and Society, 1(2), 89–98.
LOCOG, 2012. London 2012 Olympic Games Opening Ceremony Media Guide.

Powell, A., 2012. By river, fields and factories: the making of the Lower Lea valley: archaeological and cultural heritage investigations on the site of the London 2012 Olympic and Paralympic 

Games. Salisbury: Wessex Archaeology.



‘…what is now the Olympic 

site was a desolate, unloved 

barren wasteland ripe for 

redevelopment.’ 

Daily Mail, 27 July 2012
https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2179912/London-2012-Stunning-images-

showing-seven-year-transformation-Stratfords-Olympic-Park.html

2012 2022

‘What was once a heavily 
polluted industrial wasteland, 
peppered with electricity pylons 
and invaded by Japanese 
knotweed, is now a tranquil 
landscape of wetland, woodland 
and wildflower meadows.’

BBC News, 22 July 2022 
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-london-62251671

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/news/article-2179912/London-2012-Stunning-images-showing-seven-year-transformation-Stratfords-Olympic-Park.html
https://www.bbc.com/news/uk-england-london-62251671
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L: © Marion Davies 2017; R: Diamond Geezer. (CC BY-NC-ND 2.0) 2006.  https://flic.kr/p/23JXZd



© MOLAS 2007.



W
ith

 th
a
n
ks

 t
o
 a

n
o
n
ym

o
u
s
 c

o
lle

a
g
u
e
s
 f

o
r 

p
e
rm

is
s
io

n
 to

 u
s
e
. 

A
ll 

R
ig

h
ts

 R
e
s
e
rv

e
d
.

Archaeologists at work in the 

Park (2007-8)
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A Neolithic (4000-

2200 B.C.) hand axe, 

minutes after its 

discovery by 
archaeologists.

This was recovered in 

2008 at excavations for 

a Games-time carpark 

site south of Stratford 
High Street.
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Excavations on 

the site of the 

Aquatics Centre 

in 2008. 

An archaeologist 

records an Iron 

Age burial (ca. 

400-100 B.C.)  

This was part of a 

settlement that 

had been 

sporadically 

occupied since 

the Middle Bronze 

Age (1500-1000 

B.C.)



‘a story of change and 

transformation dating 

back centuries’  

David Higgins, Chief Executive, ODA 2007

‘the change represented by the 

construction of the Olympics is absolutely 

in keeping with all the change that’s 

happened in the Lea Valley beforehand –

it’s just happening in a shorter time 
period.’ 

(YouTube Press release) MOLAS-PCA Project 
archaeologist 2009 

‘[…] London 2012 demonstrates 

how archaeologists can […] turn 

what might be a negative into long-

lasting positives.’

Atkins Global – (lead archaeological consultants on the site) 

N.D.

‘Archaeologists and local people have had the 

opportunity to learn more about the development 

of Lower Lea Valley and the people that have 

lived here for thousands of years before it is 

transformed for future generations.’

John Armitt, Chief Executive, ODA 2009

Atkins, N.D. Digging Olympic gold. atkinsglobal.co.uk. http://www.atkinsglobal.co.uk/en-GB/media-

centre/features/digging-olympic-gold

ODA, 2009a. The Park of the past. YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=yAah2W4XmiY.



Olympic legacy as 

instant heritage



‘By the time of the proposed creation of Olympic Park much of this land had been given over to a largely 

unplanned mix of temporary light industrial uses including the infamous ‘fridge mountain’. There was no structure 

or identity to this landscape and there was little or no access to the waterways which are now one of the defining 

features of the Park landscape. Havens of green such as the Manor Garden allotments provided small beacons of 

relief within this hostile landscape.

To talk of the heritage recognises the enormous changes which have occurred in the last ten years 

following the creation of the Park, enabling the re-discovery of the natural and landscape features such as 

the rivers and canals which define the local area within a dramatic man made landscape. Strategic views along the 

waterways and through the landscape to the venues and other features such as artworks are a defining and 

carefully managed feature of the Park, providing reminders at each visit as to how the Park and surrounding areas 

are changing. They are one of many ways in which the success or otherwise of how the Park is being managed 

can be measured.’

(LLDC Park Management Plan 2020, 57, my emphasis)



Mayor of London, 2012. 

Olympic Legacy 

Supplementary Planning 

Guidance, 3.



LLDC, 2012. Your 

Sustainability Guide to 

Queen Elizabeth Olympic 

Park. London: London 

Legacy Development 
Corporation, 7.



Ancestors – East Bank and the 

ghosts of mega events past
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https://flic.kr/p/DsdDqx


V&A

Natural History Museum

Science Museum

Imperial College 

London

‘Albertopolis’ 

– South 

Kensington



The Great Exhibition, Hyde 

Park 1851



The Crystal Palace at Sydenham, 

1854-1936



Redux: 

2012-15



EAW035702 © Historic England. 

https://www.britainfromabove.org.uk/en/image/EAW035
702. 

East Bank – Southbank





Creative anachronism?



Thanks!
Research funded by the AHRC, 2012-15 (ref. 

1159756).

Read more →

Free, open access 

download from UCL Press

Explore our new Heritage Guide to the 

Park:

https://www.livingmaps.org/groundbreak

ers

https://www.livingmaps.org/groundbreakers

