Guide’s crib sheet

Alexandra Road Park
Alexandra Road Park was designed and built in the late 1970’s and is at the heart of the large Grade
II* listed Alexandra and Ainsworth Estate. It has recently been completely restored thanks to a grant
from the National Lottery through the Heritage Lottery Fund and Big Lottery Fund. It reopened in July
2015.

The Original Design
This is an unusual, modernist park. The layout of the ramps, walls, and spaces was designed from 1968
by the architect Neave Brown of Camden Architects’ Department, as an integral part of the whole
estate. The landscape architect, Janet Jack used planting design to turn the narrow, windy site into a
series of sheltered spaces for the comfort and enjoyment of the residents and visitors.
The park is 1.7 hectares in size and is structured by a series of diagonal paths which cut across the
long narrow space, creating a series of ‘outdoor rooms’ with different characters, originally
incorporating five playgrounds also designed by Janet Jack. This structure is enlivened by a dramatic
three-dimensional landscape of ridges and valleys. These create excellent views over the space from
raised gardens and plazas, as well as more intimate sunken spaces.
Evergreen and deciduous, flowering and fruiting shrubs with a backing of trees of many species,
textures and colours were planted. These created a dense backdrop of foliage for the large-scale
architecture of the surrounding buildings. The year-round interest of the planting enhances the different
spaces, allowing people to relax and wildlife to thrive. Children can play on the sunny, grassy meadow,
explore planted banks in a setting of native vegetation unusual in urban housing developments. The
playgrounds nestle into the created landscape with mature trees which separate them from the urban
surroundings creating a tranquil environment.

The Park Restoration
Since its completion in 1979, Alexandra Road Park had fallen into disrepair, and the play equipment
had been removed. In 2010 a group of local residents started work on a bid for funding to restore and
improve the park, and formed a partnership with Camden Council.
J & L Gibbons Landscape Architects and Erect Architecture were appointed as the designers for the
park restoration, and Around the Block project-managed the entire process on behalf of Camden.
Stakeholder liaison has been key throughout the project with the project team working very closely
with the Tenants and Residents Association and the Friends of Alexandra Road Park. The ability to
review proposals with the original landscape architect, Janet Jack, was also a unique opportunity.
The project received £1.5m funding through the joint Heritage Lottery Fund and Big Lottery funded
‘Parks for People’ programme in 2013. This enabled an ambitious project to be delivered which aimed
to:
•

restore and enhance the original park landscapes and planting

•

restore the hard landscaping and improve accessibility
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•

reinterpret the original play landscapes with new playgrounds reflecting current best practice

•

improve biodiversity across the site

•

enable the original design intent to be experienced and appreciated by a wide range of local
residents and visitors.

Heritage significance
The whole landscape at Alexandra Road Park, as an intrinsic part of the overall design of the
Alexandra and Ainsworth estate, is of international significance. It has been described as ‘the most
significant landscape of its type in the UK’ and ‘a unique concept in the international context’. Dr Jan
Woudstra, from the University of Sheffield.
It is an outstanding example of modernist design in which the Grade II* listed buildings and
landscape are an integrated whole. The whole surface of the site is treated as a sculpted landscape,
which relies on strong geometric design, complex levels, very dense planting and a consistent
approach to detailing. There is an unusual variety of open and closed, private and communal,
sheltered spaces, designed to create intimacy, a sense of mystery, to encourage adventurous play
or to evoke a sense of country in a dense urban setting. It is a key example of mid-twentieth century
approach to design, social inclusion and play and is a major source of study.

Summary of the condition of the landscape prior to renovation
In summary, the overall structure of the park as laid out in the 1970s survived, but its character and
diversity of experience had been eroded by removal of built features, fencing, play equipment,
planting and inadequate maintenance. As a result the park was under used, reinforcing the sense of
decline.
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Park character areas – and proposed site tour sequence
The following character areas have been identified through historic research and the different but
interrelated areas within the Park are described using a combination of the original names with names
adopted by park users.

1. Banks near the Tenants Hall
The original birch bank remains. Ivy had overgrown several of the birch trees creating a green blanket
with limited views out across the park. The opportunity was taken to improve surface treatment to the
Tenants Hall ramps, recycling existing materials where possible, creating a welcoming and safe
sense of arrival and to replenish and diversify the planting as was originally intended.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Improvements to the paving to make the path safe and accessible.
2. Reinstate longer views across the park through the management of ivy.
3. Repair edges and timber post and rails.
4. Reintroduce varied planting types especially flowering species with management regime
that can create a diversity of habitats.

2. Langtry Walk
Langtry Walk is an important path of about 1/4 mile in length that provides access to most of the
spaces within the park.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Make improvements to the paving along the length of Langtry Walk to make the path safe
and accessible matching original precast concrete paving and edging.
2. Manage access for vehicles to reduce further damage.
3. Repair dilapidated edges and timber post and rails.
4. Repair timber and precast concrete seating.
5. Reintroduce the original varied planting types especially flowering species with a
management regime that can create a diversity of habitats.
6. Improve the entrance from Abbey Road for pedestrians with new gates and park signage.

3. Playground 5
Prior to 2014, more recent play equipment had been added to this space but with limited play value or
challenge. There was potential to create a play area for young children that references the original
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concept including challenging climbing features, places for motor skills development and role playing
equipment.
Janet Jack’s original design for Playground 5 consisted of several simple climbing structures in
painted steel. The structures were placed in a large area of sand, which also contained a stepped
timber deck with slide. The border of the sandpit served as seating feature and wrapped around the
tree, where it stepped to form a low key amphitheatre type seating and low key movement area.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Repair and restore timber seating backs and precast concrete seat walls.
2. Repair edges and timber post and rails and fences/ balustrades to match the original
design.
3. Repair edges and timber post and rails and fences.
4. Review planting to improve views in and out of the area and in some locations
reintroducing varied planting types especially flowering and fragrant species with a
management regime that can create a diversity of habitats.
5. Create a play area for younger children.

4. Playground 4
Prior to the start of the restoration works, Playground 4 only had one original swing all other
equipment had been removed. The concrete walls and planting were in a poor state of repair and
management. The potential to create a play space for younger children that references the popular
swings of original scheme with sensory was developed.
Janet Jack’s original design for Playground 4 consisted of several simple climbing structures in
painted steel and one rubber tyre structure in the NW corner. The structures were placed in areas of
sand. Furthermore the playground accommodated two double swings (painted metal frame, tyre
seats) on a rubber safety surface and a stepped zig-zagging blockwork feature, which provided a
seating and low key movement area whilst serving as boundary for the sand pit.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Repair and restore timber seating backs and precast concrete seat walls.
2. Repair edges and timber post and rails and fences/ balustrades to match the original
design.
3. Review planting to improve views in and out of the area in some locations reintroducing
varied planting types especially flowering and fragrant species with a management regime
that can create a diversity of habitats.
4. Create a swing park.

5. Spaces between B Blocks
These spaces connect Rowley Way with Alexandra Road Park. They include a mix of tree ages and
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prior to works some of the newer trees have not survived. The condition of the pathways were poor.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Improve the paving to make the path safe and accessible including matching original brick
paving and precast concrete paving slabs with new porous gravel areas around the existing
and new trees.
2. Manage access for vehicles to reduce further damage.

6. The Meadow
The meadow was originally surrounded by a diverse mix of planting much of which had been lost.
Some of the tougher and longer lived species remained. The meadow is the largest lawn in the park.
The opportunity exists to enhance the meadow character of the lawn and introduce seasonal bulb
planting.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Improvements to the paving to make the paths safe and accessible.
2. Reintroduce varied planting types especially flowering and fragrant species with a
management regime that can create a diversity of habitats especially at ground level.
3. Repair edges and timber post and rails.
4. Manage dog fouling to enable greater use of the lawn.
5. Remove the recent temporary play tree/ play structure.
6. Repair and restore seating.
7. Create new level paved connection with the Woodland Walk.
8. New successional tree planting.

7. Playground 3
Playground 3 also had no play equipment in 2014. There was potential to create a play space for
older children referencing the climbing structures of the original design and introducing play elements
with varied challenges. The provision of equipment enabling social interaction was also considered.
Janet Jack’s original design for Playground 3 included two metal climbing structures. The plain metal
geodesic dome was placed in a circular area of sand. The painted metal structure on concrete
pavers. A long and slim sandpit was located at the northern border of the site.
The playground accommodated a treble swing (painted metal frame, tyre seats) on a rubber safety
surface, surrounded by a dark timber post enclosure and a concrete stepping stone feature.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Repair and restore timber seating backs and precast concrete seat walls.
2. Repair edges and timber post and rails and fences/ balustrades to match the original
design.
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3. New planting to create a garden character with sensory planting.
4. Create a challenging play structure (a deconstructed and reconfigured geodesic dome) for
older children within a garden setting

8. Playground 2
Playground 2 had no play equipment remaining in 2014. There was little reason to use the space.
Janet Jack’s original design for Playground 3 included metal climbing structures set in sand, climbing
blocks and a swing set.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Repair and restore timber seating backs and precast concrete seat walls.
2. Repair edges and timber post and rails and fences/ balustrades to match the original
design.
3. New planting referencing existing planting palette and including new opportunities for
additional biodiversity.
4. Create an informal sports, exercise play opportunities.

9. Bowl
The bowl was originally inspired by amphitheatre gardens found in Scandinavia. A yew hedge
provides the enclosure and a stage set to the east was provided for events and performance. Several
of the original horse chestnut trees had died. The opportunity existed to re-enforce the sense of
enclosure with selected views through rigorous maintenance of the clipped yew hedge and to
programme further activities within the space.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Management of the yew hedge to create the intended bowl shape with framed views.
2. Relay the stage surfacing to create a useable surface.
3. Repair edges and timber post and rails.
4. New inter-planting to reinstate intended character with horse chestnuts and yew hedging.
5. Replenish existing bound gravel footpath.
6. Reinstate original precast concrete paving as per original design to replace later addition of
asphalt.
10. Seating areas near Abbey Road
This area includes three distinct parts to the Abbey Road entrance. To the north next to Rowley Way
is a raised seating landmark often described as the Fort. In the middle is the Hive (84-86 Abbey
Road) and its environs. To the south is sunken area that allows access to parking and the service
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road. The opportunity existed to improve paths and sense of arrival, creating a welcoming public face
to the park. The Hive building and environs did not form part of the project. The access road from
Abbey Road to the Hive threshold was included and the proposals focussed making this route DDA
compliant by subtle relevelling between the Abbey Road and Hive thresholds.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Creating more welcoming entrances including management of planting and sight lines,
signage and replacement vehicle prevention gates.
2. Reintroduce varied planting types especially flowering species with a management regime
that can create a diversity of habitats and manage existing planting.
3. Repair edges and timber post and rails.
4. Create a new DDA compliant access to the park to the north of the football pitch north of
the existing retaining wall. Introduce timber sleepers to stabilise the slope and create a
wildlife terrace.
5. Resurface with coated asphalt and even out the levels of the access road from Abbey
Road to the Hive to create a consistently DDA compliant access maintaining the threshold
levels at Abbey Road and the Hive.
6. Repair damaged paving with brick to match originals.
7. Introduce a wildlife terrace.
11. Playground 1
This area was formerly a slide park which had the equipment removed in 1991 leaving tarmac and
concrete steps. This space was a cul-de-sac with the route to the Hive blocked. The opportunity
existed to create a play offer that is informed by the undulating, terraced landscape of the original
design that is integrated with improved access from the Hive.
Janet Jack’s original design for Playground 1 was a topographical landscape created with timber
sleepers and slides.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Reinstating the connection to the Hive with new accessible path.
2. Create informal terrace seating for viewing the football pitch.
3. Reinstate the feature timber fence to the north and remove the high fence to the east to
enable views beyond to the Bowl.
4. Repair edges and timber post and rails and fences.
5. Remove asphalt and introduce varied planting types especially flowering species with a
management regime that can create a diversity of habitats including flowering trees and
ground cover planting.
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12. The Woodland Walk
The Woodland Walk character could be described as a bit of countryside in the city. The walk was
designed as a native woodland with flowering plants and species that would encourage wildlife. In the
previous unmanaged state the larger trees and shrubs had swamped the ground cover planting and
more delicate flowering species.
This also meant that some of the views out across the park had been lost. The was path is in a poor
condition with evidence of subsidence and there were issues of accessibility. A few informal desire
lines had been created between the Woodland Walk and play areas 4 and 5 and the meadow.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Improvements to the paving to make the path safe and accessible where differential
settlement including resetting donkey steps.
2. Small level changes to improve accessibility with DDA compliance and a new access from
the Meadow.
3. Restore and enhance the woodland character of the walk introducing phased management
to ensure successional regeneration of the woodland to reintroduce some of the original
biodiversity.
4. Repair timber and precast concrete seating.
5. Repair edges and timber post and rails.
6. Enhance biodiversity and habitats.
13. The Mound
The south facing aspect of the mound was intended to create a secluded place for relaxing. The
surrounding trees and shrubs have been allowed to grow unmanaged creating a very enclosed
space. The opportunity exists to enhance the enclosed lawn character of the mound and reinstate
some framed views. Management of dog use is required so the lawn can be used safely.
The restoration and enhancement of this area included:
1. Improvements to the paving to make the path safe and accessible.
2. Reintroducing varied planting types especially flowering and fragrant species with a
management regime that can create a diversity of habitats especially at ground level.
3. Repair edges and timber post and rails.
4. Repair and reinstate seating.
5. Manage dog fouling to enable greater use of the lawn.
6. Create informal play routes through shrubberies.
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