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Introduction

‘Parks are the lungs of London,’ said William Pitt as he addressed Parliament in the 19th century. By 1850 half the population lived in cities and it was widely agreed that public spaces were needed for health and recreation. Within a few years London had established itself as one of the greenest cities in Europe. Today it has more parks and open spaces than any other city in the world.

There are parks for everyone: athletes and beekeepers, children and coffee addicts, fishermen, gardeners, golfers, music lovers, romantics, shoppers, skaters, sports fanatics, sunbathers, swimmers, walkers and wildlife enthusiasts. There are parks with views, woodland walks, places to picnic, deck-chairs to siesta in, benches to relax on and historic houses to visit. Despite this, practical information about the parks is hard to find. Millions visit them each year but few are aware of the sheer number of parks and superb facilities on offer.

The idea for this book came to us on a sunny evening in the Parliament Hill café on Hampstead Heath. We had passed it many times before but did not know that it stayed open until 9pm in the summer and that the view across the rolling lawns was better than that from any pub (and cheaper). Having lived just a few minutes walk away, we wondered how many other unknown delights were going on in London’s parks and thought that other people must feel the same.

This book is the result of those thoughts. It is a fun, practical guide to the best of London’s parks. Every region of London is covered. Each entry is packed with information including park maps, facilities, cafés, sports, walks, local clubs, history and nearby sights and places of interest. We have rooted out information, tips and highlights that even the park offices do not know about and secrets that will surprise many Londoners. We have also detailed the local clubs and societies using the parks with their training times and contact details. This guide will entice the most urban person into the green lungs of London. It brings the parks to life.

LITTLE KNOWN FACTS

Battersea Park is famous, but relatively few know about the 33.5m Japanese Peace Pagoda, the free rowing lessons or the best Italian cappuccino. Many have heard of Hampstead Heath, but not about the magnificent 800ft pergola, the secret Hill Garden, the free swimming with hot showers, the highest natural point in London or one of the best athletic tracks in the city. Regent’s Park is famous, but less well known are its beekeeping talks, the ‘adopt a hive’ scheme or the little-visited Secret Garden.

Few except local Londoners know of the best small parks: Waterlow Park near Highgate, with its magnificent views and café, Postman’s Park a few minutes from St Paul’s Cathedral, a tiny gem with a beautiful memorial to everyday heroes, St George’s Gardens in Bloomsbury and Roundwood Park in Brent.

We have visited and listed the best squares and other small spaces hidden within the city: the oases of green perfect for a lunchtime picnic, or for an escape from the office or the high street. Also included are the magnificent modern parks such as Thames Barrier Park and Mile End Park, with their high tech ecology centres and pools of reflective water. We have also found the ‘green corridors’ that run across London, away from the traffic and noise: Regent’s Canal, the Parkland Way, the New River Walk and the Thames foot-tunnels with their thousands of glazed tiles.

UPDATES

If you know of a park that you think should be included in future editions, or of details that need adding or changing, please contact us at the email address shown below. Your feedback will help to keep the information as up to date as possible.

We have visited over 60 parks for this first edition. There were many more that we would like to have visited but for reasons of time and space could not. We hope you enjoy exploring London’s parks as much as we have.

If you need help planning your journey to any of the parks then try the excellent journey planner on www.tfl.gov.uk.

LAYOUT

The parks are listed in alphabetical order. The larger parks include a map and on pages viii and ix there are two outline maps of London that provide a general indication of the location of all of our parks. At the back of the book we have summarised a few of our personal highlights: the best park cafés, views, wildlife, flowerbeds, designs and facilities.

 

Simon and Louise Read

email: londonsparks@mac.com


Alexandra Park
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VISITOR INFORMATION

Alexandra Palace Way, Wood Green, N22 7AY

There is an information office in the BBC Tower Reception.

Palace: 020 8365 2121

Bus: W3, W7, 84A, 144, 144A

Tube: Wood Green and then the W3 bus

Train: Alexandra Palace (from Kings Cross)

Website: www.alexandrapalace.com
Email: info@alexandrapalace.com



Alexandra Park is home to one of London’s most famous Victorian Palaces, Alexandra Palace, and one of London’s best views. The palace was built as an extravagant Victorian recreation centre, ‘the People’s Palace’, in 1873 by Alfred Messon and John Johnson. This was North London’s answer to the magnificent Crystal Palace in Sydenham (p62). It was named after the beautiful wife of Edward VII, Queen Alexandra, and was so popular that within 16 days of opening it had attracted over 124,000 visitors.

The palace, like Crystal Palace a few years later, then promptly burned down. Fortunately this project was revived and within two years it had been rebuilt, covering seven acres of land and boasting the largest banqueting hall in London. Despite the initial popularity it was never a commercial success, and was subsequently used as a World War I barracks, refugee camp and then a German prisoner of war camp. In 1936 its fortunes changed when the BBC used it to transmit their first ever public broadcast. The palace was used by the BBC for its broadcasts for many years.

The park’s 80 hectares (196 acres) include exceptional views of London, a boating lake, an 18-hole pitch and putt course, café, football pitch, cricket pavilion and a pre-school nursery. There is also an excellent ice rink and a garden centre. The palace hosts regular events such as antique fairs, classic car shows, craft exhibitions, fireworks, funfairs, super bikes and country food. The Parkland Walk (see p83) follows an old railway line and links Alexandra Palace with Finsbury Park (see p77). The palace and the park are a little tatty but fortunately are about to benefit from a £2.7m restoration project.


HIGHLIGHTS

•   Eighteen-hole pitch and putt course

•   Firework displays: the closest Saturday to 5 November is one of London’s favourites

•   Garden centre with café

•   Ice-rink

•   Parkland Walk (see p83): the green corridor linking Alexandra Palace to Finsbury Park

•   Spectacular views of London: bring your binoculars



ANIMALS

The animal enclosure is downhill from the Boating Lake. The enclosure has deer and an educational visitor centre is planned.

Animal training

The Animal Care Project has 45 places per year for 16-24 year olds with learning or social needs to study for an NVQ in Animal Care: tel. 020 8365 3781 for more details.

BIRDS

Over 150 species of bird have been recorded in the last 30 years, including firecrests, crossbills and pied flycatchers. Contact the Conservation Officer for more details.

BOATING

The Boating Lake is one of London’s prettiest park lakes and has a bronze lion called Leo overlooking it. The lake is due to reopen in 2005 following renovation and dredging. Boat hire costs approximately £4.50 per boat, contact the main parks number.

BUTTERFLIES

There are at least 24 species of butterfly recorded in the park including the Essex, large and small skippers, brimstones, white letters and purple hairstreaks.

CAFÉ

The Phoenix Bar

Tel: 020 8365 4356, open in summer Monday–Sunday 10.30–23.00 and in winter Monday–Thursday 11.30–20.00, Friday and Saturday 11.30–23.00, Sunday 11.30–22.30.

The Phoenix Bar is a rather scruffy pub with a view, and includes a large outdoor terrace. A nicer place for a coffee is at the garden centre (see below).

CONSERVATION

The two-hectare conservation area near the Wood Green entrance includes secondary woodland, meadow, areas of scrub and a pond. The woodland includes ash, oak, elm, holly and horse chestnut. There are plans to open an information centre and to extend existing conservation work. Volunteers meet at the information centre once a month (see below). The New River (see p180) runs along the eastern border of the park, and the Parkland Walk begins near the Grove (Muswell Hill) (see p83).

CRICKET

The cricket pitch is used by the Alexandra Park Cricket Club, which was formed in 1888. There are regular fixtures, tours and meetings and teams of all levels. Check the website www.apclub.co.uk, email info@alexandraparkcc.co.uk or telephone the chairman of the cricket committee, Dave Cattell, on 020 8343 2213, or 07970 996 063, or contact the main parks number.

FISHING

The Alexandra Palace Angling Association, managed by Kevin Pestell, runs fishing from the Boating Lake. The lake is full of fish including bream, chub, catfish, pike, carp, rudd, perch and roach. A season ticket costs £10 or a single session £2 (£1 for children). Anyone over the age of 12 also requires a rod licence, which is available from Post Offices for £23 (adults) or £5 (age 12–17). Contact Kevin Pestell on 0777 649 8473 or General Office 020 8365 2121. The National Federation of Anglers can be contacted on 01283 734735, website www.nfadirect.com.

GARDEN

The Rose Garden is opposite the entrance to the ice-rink. It is a quiet place to sit with a pond (currently being restored), box hedges and roses.

GARDEN CENTRE

Capital Gardens Ltd, tel: 020 8883 8088. Open Monday to Saturday from 09.00–18.00 and Sundays from 10.30–16.30.

This large garden centre has everything for gardens, a gift shop and a café (homemade chocolate brownies recommended).

GOLF

The park’s 1920 18–hole pitch and putt course is open from Easter until the end of September from 10.00 until dusk. Nine holes cost £3.50 and 18 holes cost £4.50. Iron hire is £1. Tel. 07956 624355.

ICE-SKATING

Alexandra Palace Ice Rink has a range of courses and lessons for everyone from toddlers upwards, including disco evenings and pantomimes. There is also a junior ice-hockey club running regular events, matches and training (website: www.haringeyhockey.com). The rink is open weekdays from 11.00–13.30 and 14.00–17.30 and at weekends from 10.30–12.30, 14.00–16.30 and 20.30–23.00. Tickets cost Monday to Friday £4.50 (adult), £4 (children), Saturday and Sunday £6 (adult), £5 (children) and £19.50 (family). Tel. 020 8365 4386.

NURSERY

The Springfield Nursery in the Grove is a pre-school group for two- to five-year-olds.

It has a lovely sheltered area deep in the park and is open weekdays from 09.30–12.00. The cost is according to parental means. Tel. 020 8883 7173 (rarely answer).

PLAYGROUND

There is a rather run-down playground near the Boating Lake with a good range of games.

SKATEBOARDING

There is a free skateboarding park located between the ice-rink and the Boating Pond.

TOURS OF THE PALACE

There are guided walking tours of the palace on selected Sundays during the year. These include the original BBC studios, the Great Hall and the famous Henry Willis organ. Tours cost £4.50 per person, last about two hours and take place at 11.30 and 14.00. They must be booked in advance and are only available for over 12s. Tel. 020 8365 2121 for further details or check the park website.

WALKS

The Parkland Walk (p83) starts near the Grove end of the Park, below the Palm Court entrance. It runs along an old railway line and passes through Highgate Wood, over disused bridges, and along the lines of rooftops on its way to Finsbury Park. For further details contact 020 8348 6005.

The number of guided park walks is due to be expanded. Contact Matt Baker for further details, tel. 020 8365 2121.


Battersea Park
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VISITOR INFORMATION

Albert Bridge Road/Queenstown Road, SW8

Tel. 020 8871 7530, website: www.batterseapark.org

Tube and train: Sloane Square is a 20-minute walk away (or catch the 137 bus), Battersea Park Station (from Clapham Junction or Victoria) and Queenstown Road Station are just five minutes’ walk away.

Bus: 19, 39, 44, 45, 49, 137, 170, 319, 345

Car: There is metered car parking within the park for 1,000 cars, by the Albert Bridge Road, Prince of Wales Drive, Queens Circus or Queenstown Road. This costs £1/hour every day from 9.00–17.00.



Battersea Park stretches along the south side of the River Thames between the Albert and Chelsea Bridges. The park’s 83 acres were opened to the public by Queen Victoria in 1858 and it was soon renowned for its colourful sub-tropical gardens, riverside walks, bandstand concerts and fashionable cycling parades. During both World Wars anti-aircraft guns and shelters were stationed in the park and vegetable allotments were grown as part of Britain’s ‘Dig for Victory’ campaign. For the Festival of Britain in 1951, the park was developed as a fun alternative to the cultural exhibitions on the South Bank. The Festival Gardens and Fountains can still be seen today. In 1985 a remarkable 33.5m Japanese Peace Pagoda was built overlooking the Thames. The park’s riverbank walk still provides some of London’s best views.

The park is packed with facilities. There is a 16-acre lake with rowing boats for hire and a lakeside Italian café. There are sculptures by Henry Moore, Eric Kennington and Barbara Hepworth. The fabulous Millennium Arena has an eight-lane athletics track, a fitness centre, sauna and aerobics room. There are classes in kickboxing, tai chi, yoga, body sculpt, Pilates and aerobics. There are also tennis courts, a bowling green, football, hockey, softball, rugby, cricket pitches and a pétanque pitch. During bank holidays there is often a funfair or circus. All types of bicycles are available for hire throughout the year.


HIGHLIGHTS

•   Japanese Peace Pagoda over looking the Thames

•   Millennium Arena with athletics track and fitness centre

•   Rare Cheviot goats with frost-proof ears

•   The Riverside Walk: some of London’s finest views

•   Night-time view of the Albert Bridge

•   Avenue of plane trees on West Carriage Drive

•   Huge children’s adventure playground



ANIMALS

The Victorian Deer Enclosure (near the Italian café and corner of Prince of Wales Drive and Queenstown Road) has a range of animals including rare Cheviot goats and several peacocks. There are only 200 Cheviot goats left in the world, 20 of which are in the park. The Cheviot was mentioned in the Doomsday Book. They are short sturdy animals with small frost-proof ears. The goats’ hair was used for wigs in the 18th century and its skin, meat and milk were also made use of.

ART

The Pump House Gallery (next to the lake), tel. 020 7350 0523, is open Wednesday, Thursday and Sunday, 11.00–17.00 and Friday and Saturday, 11.00–16.00. The Victoria Pump House (1861) was built originally to house the lake’s water pump, but is now a grade II listed building with free art exhibitions throughout the year. There is a shop selling cards, books, magazines and crafts. There is a good view of the lake from the second floor (and a toilet on the third floor).

BICYCLING

London Recumbents (near the Millennium Arena and Thrive Horticultural Centre), tel. 020 7498 6543, website www.londonrecumbents.com, email recumbents@aol.com, is open every day in school holidays and weekends, 10.00–16.30, variable weekdays. Bicycles for hire cost from £5/hour. Identification is required. The shop has a range of bicycles for all ages including speciality ‘recumbent’ bicycles and bicycles for people with special needs.

The park has been a popular place to bicycle since the 18th century.

BIRDS

The park is alive with the sound of bird song. An extensive variety of birds live in the park including black swans, cormorants, gulls, jays, magpies, mallards, owls, robins and sparrows.

BOATING

Boat hire and rowing lessons (near the café and deer enclosure): Blue Bird Boats, tel. 020 7262 1330 (central number), open March to October, 10.00–17.00.

The 6.5 hectare boating lake has rowing boats and pedal boats for hire from £5/hour. When the attendants are not too busy they will give free rowing lessons. A £5 deposit is required. There is a lakeside Italian café for a quick energy boost before and after rowing.

BOWLING

The bowling green (south of the bandstand near the lake) is the original Victorian bowling green where the Battersea Park Bowling Club plays. Non-members are also welcome.

CAFÉ

The Gondola Italian Café

(Near the Millennium Arena and Boating Lake) tel. 020 7978 1655, open every day 09.00–16.00.

This Italian café has outdoor seating by the lake opposite the Victorian Cascade. A good range of food is available including cappuccino (£1.60), tea (£1), toasted sandwiches (£2), cakes (£2.50), beer (£2.50), crisps (50p), lasagne (£4.90) and salads (£3.90).

CHILDREN AND PARENTS

Traditional and adventure playground with a safety surface, tel. 020 8871 7539, open 11.00–18.00 Monday to Sunday during holidays, 15.30–17.00 Tuesday to Friday and 11.00–18.00 Saturday and Sunday during term time.

The playgrounds are free but the Bouncy Castle costs 50p for ten minutes. There are both under and over fives’ sessions. The tuck shop has drinks, crisps and ice-pops that cost 10p each.

One O’Clock Centre (near the corner of Albert Bridge Road and Prince of Wales Drive), tel. 020 8871 7541, open Monday to Friday 13.00–16.00.

This free informal meeting point is for the under fives to play and for their parents to meet. A range of toys and creative games are available. There are always two members of staff to facilitate play. Light refreshments are served.

FOOTBALL

There are two all-weather pitches at Battersea Park, and a number of teams using them for matches. The matches usually take place on Sundays with kick-off at 14.00. Contact the pitch booking number, 020 8871 7535 for further information about the matches or booking the pitch.

FRIENDS

The Friends of Battersea Park have monthly meetings, play an active role in shaping developments in the park and publish a quarterly magazine. Membership costs £7.50 per year. Contact Elizabeth Hood, tel. 020 7622 7658.

GARDENS

The Old English Garden (near the Parks Office and the Albert Bridge) was planted and constructed in 1912. Its design is typical of this period with geometrical patterns, dwarf box hedges, a goldfish pond and a sundial. There is a short woodland walk around the garden.

The Sub Tropical Gardens (on the west side of the lake, near the playgrounds) were planted in 1863 and were designed to be a microclimate of tropical plants including banana plants, palm trees and ferns. The garden was designed to challenge Kew, and was one of Victorian London’s most famous sights. Although many of the original plants are gone it is still an interesting place.

HOCKEY

There are several local hockey teams using the Astroturf pitches in Battersea Park, all of which welcome new members. Matches take place on Saturdays from mid September until the end of March and there is evening training in the park from August. The park also hosts an annual Battersea Hockey Festival, held over a spring weekend (usually May). This festival is now in its ninth year and brings together teams from all around the world for matches, fun and socialising. There is a pitch-side marquee, festival parties in the evening, and all weekend bars. For further information about the hockey festival contact the London Wayfarers or Wanderers clubs (see below). For further information about booking an all-weather pitch contact 020 8871 7535 (pitch booking at Battersea Park).

Wanderers Hockey Club: www.wanderershockeyclub.co.uk

London Wayfarers Hockey Club: www.londonwayfarers.com

Spencer Hockey Club: www.spencerclub.org/hockey/

HORTICULTURE

‘Thrive’ is a national charity that provides horticultural work for people with mental health problems and other disabilities. The scheme has an excellent plant shop with a range of good value plants for sale. Volunteers are always needed.

The shop is open Monday to Friday 09.00–17.00, tel. 020 7720 2212, website: www.thrive.org.uk.

INFORMATION

Parks Office (near the Albert Bridge entrance), tel. 020 8871 7530, is open Monday to Friday 09.00–17.00.

The Parks Office has a range of free leaflets about the park including maps. They also have information on events such as the Teddy Bears’ Picnics, funfairs, circuses, concerts and trade shows.

MUSIC

During the summer the Gondola Italian Café has free lakeside concerts on Tuesdays and Friday evenings from 19.00. The concerts include jazz, blues, rock, salsa and soul.

PEACE PAGODA

This remarkable 33.5m pagoda is dedicated to universal peace. The monks and nuns of the Japanese Buddhist Order of Nipponzan Myohoji built the pagoda in 1985 for the people of London. They used ancient Indian and Japanese designs and have built 70 other peace pagodas around the world including one in Milton Keynes. In Milton Keynes, however, they only obtained planning permission for one storey! The lower terrace walls are made of Portland stone from Dorset and the octagonal roofs are made from Canadian Douglas fir trees decorated with handmade Japanese tiles. There are four gilded statues of Buddha: facing south his birth in the Himalayas, facing east his enlightenment, facing north his first public sermon and facing west his death. One of the monks who maintains the pagoda (and cleans and polishes it every day) lives in the small house nearby and has information about Buddhism, tel. 020 7228 9620.

SCULPTURE

Barbara Hepworth’s ‘Single Form’ is a memorial to Dag Hammerskjold near the south side of the lake. Henry Moore’s ‘Three Standing Figures’ has been in the park since 1948 near the bandstand. Eric Kennington’s ‘24th Division’ is a three-figure war memorial to those lost in World War I. It was erected in 1922. Robert Graves, the poet, was the model for the soldier on the right, with a broken nose.

SPORT

The Millennium Arena (near Queenstown Road), tel. 020 8871 7537 is open weekdays 07.00–22.00 and weekends 07.30–19.30.

This new arena has an eight-lane athletics track, flood-lit tennis courts, an all-weather sports pitch, a fully equipped fitness centre, an aerobics studio, vending machines with a seating area and a clubroom. The athletics track costs £2 or £1.30 for under-16s or over-60s. Season tickets cost £78 or £39 for concessions. The air-conditioned fitness centre on the first floor has all the latest machines with televisions to keep you amused. There is also a sauna and clean changing rooms with lockers. Membership costs from £32 per month or £25 for off peak use. All members must attend an induction session costing £8. Non-members can use the facilities but have fewer benefits. Fitness classes cost £4.40 and are half price to members. The sauna costs £5.40 for non-members and is free for members. The aerobics studio has a range of classes including body sculpture, kick boxing, Pilates, tai chi and yoga. Next to the entrance of the Millennium Arena is a free eight station ‘Trim Trail’ for circuit training.

TENNIS

There are 19 flood-lit tennis courts attached to the Millennium Arena including three with Astroturf and 16 all-weather courts. There is a range of coaching sessions throughout the year, to suit all ages and abilities. Prices for courts start at £4 per hour. An annual registration card for telephone pre-bookings costs £14.25. Tel. 020 8871 7542. Open Monday to Friday 08.00–22.00 and weekends 08.00–20.00.

TREES

There are over 3,000 trees in the park from 50 different species. The black Italian poplar is the tallest tree on the west side of the lake at 37m high. There is also a huge North American black walnut at the north end of the Albert Bridge car park which is over 33m high. The most common tree in the park is the London plane.

WALKS

The Riverside Walk runs along the south side of the River Thames for the whole length of the park and has views over to neighbouring Chelsea. The walk is about a mile long and accessible to everyone. It passes the Peace Pagoda that was given to all Londoners by a Japanese Buddhist Order in 1985 (see p14). An excellent map of the park is available from the Parks Office near the Albert Bridge entrance.
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