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The Water Gardens - Restoration Concept Plan

Southern islands removed

Formal extent of Gardens reinstated

New community facility 

Paving details reinstated - slabs extend over path

Green screen to car park

Existing trees thinned (selective removal, crown lifting etc)

Existing trees removed to reinstate gently sloping grass 
banks and views to town centre as per Jellicoe’s concept

Existing building used to facilitate Friends and volunteers 
during development of the Gardens

Potential location of new play space 

East west views beyond site reinstated - wall behind 
Discobolous sculpture removed and ‘windows’ created in 
hedge

Free standing tables and chairs / temporary kiosk

Road surface changed to link town centre with Gardens
(as part of Town Centre proposals)

Bank Court improved (as part of Town Centre proposals)

Formal Flower Gardens restored

Trees removed and terrace reinstated

Paving details reinstated - slabs form straight line from 
bridges (diagonal desire lines in other hard surface)

Straight revetment / edges reinstated

Sinuous path to Lovers’ Walk resurfaced / edged

Low level ground cover plants reinstated
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20 Marginal planting reinstated
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21 Architectural lighting to fountain

20

21

22 Functional lighting enhanced
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23 Bridges repaired or replaced as required
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24 Existing play area and car park access removed and laid to 
lawn

24

25 Improved pedestrian links across Leighton Buzzard Road 
(as part of Town Centre proposals)

25



The Water Gardens at Hemel Hempstead were designed by the renowned landscape architect Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe 
as an integral part of the masterplan for the New Town and were completed in 1962. Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe was the 
foremost British landscape architect of the 20th century. A founding member of the Landscape Institute he served 
as president of the organization between 1939-49. His work as a landscape theorist led to the publication in 1975 
of his seminal work ‘The Landscape of Man’.

The formal Water Gardens are included on the Register of Historic Parks and Gardens by English Heritage for 
their special historic interest. They are identified as Grade II and were first registered on 1st February 2010.

Jellicoe cited the Water Gardens as one of his favourite projects. In the 1983 Guelph lectures on landscape design 
Jellicoe set out his approach to the Gardens. He described the site as a narrow uninviting strip along the little river 
Gade, squeezed between the town centre and car park.

“It was clear that in order make any impact upon its urban surroundings it must simultaneously be authoritative and 
romantic.  The straight line of a canal appeared early in the sketches, widening at the south end into a lake. Excavations 
from the canal were to be used to conceal a car park and create both the sloping flower gardens and the narrow ‘lovers 

Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe (1900-1996)
Designer of The Water Gardens

walk’. The canal were to be dammed with pleasant little cascades and crossed by elegant bridges to give access from car park to town centre. It was then that the serpent, inspired by Klee’s two 
paintings in rich combination were conceived as a complete and balanced natural form. Thereafter every detail conformed to this idea; the monsters head with its single fountain eye and mouth; 
the flower gardens like a ‘howdah’ strapped to the serpent’s back, the under belly curving almost imperceptibly, the lively tail pressing against a hill – all so abstract as to remain unrecognisable 
and unseen to the roving eye.”

Fifty years following completion, the structure of the Gardens has remained remarkably intact. The canal, bridges, weirs, circulation and  Formal Flower Gardens are largely unaltered. 
However, their character has been significantly impacted upon and the sense of ‘romance’ described by Jellicoe has been lost. 

Hemel Hempstead from the air soon after completion c. 1960
Image courtesy of HALS

Selection of images of the Water Gardens in their heyday
Images courtesy of HALS

Sketch Plan and Elevation Drawings by Jellicoe of The Water Gardens

The Water Gardens - Historic Significance



Key Proposals

Town Centre Connection

The key objective for this area is to 
revitalise the eastern side of the Gardens, 
reinstating the connection between the 
town centre and the Gardens.

The following approach is proposed:

• Tree removal is proposed on the 
eastern bank to reinstate the gently 
sloping grass lawns and views across 
the water to Waterhouse Street; 
thereby restoring Jellicoe’s vision of 
the Water Gardens being an integral 
part of the town centre, acting as their 
front garden and an attractive place to 
sit, use and enjoy.

• Reinstatement of the grassed banks, 
including edging and gradient.

• Bank Court: rationalisation 
and  removal of visual clutter is 
recommended to reinstate views 
of the Gardens and the sense of 
openness. This includes changes to 
litter bins, signage and a shared surface 
to Waterhouse Street.

Views

Reinstatement of key views is proposed:

• Removal of the islands in the southern 
lake: this will restore the sense of 
openness and expansive views of the 
water. 

• Removal of trees on the eastern bank 
to reveal views of the Gardens/town 
centre across the water.

• Relocate Rock and Roll interpretation 
plaque to bankside so that it is easier 
to read and does not become part of 
the lake view.

• Vegetation management, tree removal 
and lifting of tree canopies to reinstate 
views along the canal. Removing 
understorey vegetation so that 
there is visual permeability beneath 
tree canopies. Cut back or replace 
vegetation adjacent to the platforms so 
that they project into the water. 

• Reinstatement and enhancement of the 
westerly view from Bank Court. 

Edges, Lines and Definition

Reinstatement of key lines and edges are 
proposed:

• Replacement of edgings and copings 
to achieve straight lines / controlled 
curves and changes in direction and 
sloping bank profiles.

• Reinstatement of sinuous character to 
Lovers’ Walk to emphasise the contrast 
between the west and eastern sides of 
the Gardens.

• Reinstate continuity of materials and 
character.

Materials

Surfacing, edgings and furniture will 
be replaced with a more historically 
sensitive palette to achieve an aesthetic 
appropriate to the 1960s scheme. Signage 
and furniture will be rationalised to 
reduce clutter and located so that it does 
not impact on key views. The following 
approach is advocated:

• Replacement of benches and bins so 
that they are historically accurate and 
appropriate. There is an original bench 
in the play area which could be used as 
a template for fabricating replacement 
benches. 

• Sensitive interpretation is placed 
where it does not detract from the 
Gardens.

• The Flower Gardens terrace is 
reinstated to its original width and 
surfaced in large format flag paving 
running to the water’s edge.

• Bridges and platforms are restored and 
metalwork returned to the original 
white colour.

• Replacement of macadam path and flag 
paved areas to reflect original design 
intent. Consideration given to using 
large flag units.

• Rationalisation of edgings.
• Reinstatement of Jellicoe’s attention to 

detailing of materials and junctions so 
that paving slabs extend to the water’s 
edge and slabs project across the path 
at platforms.

Planting

Further research is required to determine 
the planting strategy for the Water 
Gardens including mapping of historic 
trees and planting. However the following 
is being considered:

• Tree removal to reinstate the open 
eastern bank.

• Arboricultural works and vegetation 
management - crown lifting and 
thinning to open up views and 
reinstate sightlines.

• Sensitive reinstatement of the Flower 
Gardens aesthetic through retention 
of existing original features such as 
yews and trees. Reinstatement of 
herbaceous beds to recreate the 
aesthetic of Susan Jellicoe’s design 
whilst providing a scheme that is both 
maintainable and sustainable.

• Reinstatement of planting to banks of 
Lovers’ Walk. 

• Reinstatement of marginal planting 
with species that will satisfy the 
Environment Agency’s requirements 
and endure.

 

Project & Timeframe
On 29 November 2012 Dacorum Borough Council 
Cabinet agreed to support in principle an application 
to the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF) ‘Parks for People’ 
programme to secure funding for restoration works to 
the Water Gardens.

In May 2012, HTA Landscape Design and its consultant 
team were commissioned by Dacorum Borough 
Council to produce the HLF Stage 1 ‘Parks for People’ 
submission for the Water Gardens at Hemel Hempstead. 
Since this date Council Officers have been working 
closely with HTA in researching and understanding the 
heritage of the Gardens and preparing proposals for 
their restoration.

The proposals were approved by Cabinet on 24th 
July for submission to HLF by 31st August 2012. If the 
Stage I application to the HLF proves successful the 
adjacent timeline gives preliminary dates for key project 
milestones.

  

Stage I HLF Submission - AUGUST 2012

Stage I HLF Award - DECEMBER 2012

Preparation of Stage II HLF Submission - JANUARY-AUGUST 2013

Stage II HLF Submission - AUGUST 2013

Stage II HLF Award - DECEMBER 2013

Preparation for Construction - DECEMBER 2013-APRIL 2014

START ON SITE - AUTUMN 2014

The Water Gardens - Timeframe & Key Proposals




