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Designer James Aldridge overcame loading issues to 
transform an unloved corporate roof terrace into an 

outdoor retreat for staff and client entertaining  
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RAISING 
THE ROOF

This office roof terrace is 
viewed from the boardroom 

and overlooked on most sides. 
Aldridge created different 

spaces using screening and 
large pots of Yucca rostrata
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“BECAUSE IT IS IN 
FULL VIEW OF THE 
WINDOWS, IT HAD TO 
LOOK AMAZING ALL 
YEAR ROUND”

THIS PAGE The 
ornamental grass 
Panicum virgatum 
‘Northwind’ in troughs 
creates a screen 
along the edge of the 
terrace. Several sets 
of chairs are arranged 
on the Millboard 
Carbonised deck 

James 
Aldridge
James Aldridge is 
a landscape and 
garden designer 
with qualifications 
in horticulture and 
landscape history  
and conservation. He 
studied garden design  
at Inchbald, before 
working with Rosemary 
Verey, and the Prince  
of Wales at Highgrove.   
www.jamesaldridge 
design.com

J ames Aldridge has made 
something of a name for 
himself as the go-to designer 
of smart London roof terraces, 

so it wasn’t entirely surprising when a 
satisfied client passed his name on to the 
head of a private equity firm relocating 
to Mayfair. The interior of the building 
was already part way through a sleek 
contemporary facelift when James was 
invited to submit ideas about how the 
120 sq m roof terrace could reflect that 
same aesthetic.

Arriving on the seventh floor of the 
building, he found a virtually blank 
canvas, enclosed on two and a half 
sides, but exposed to cold easterly winds 
and overlooked by the offices of other 
companies. “There was a mish-mash of 
architectural elements – slate mansard 
roofs, pseudo-historic railings, a glass 
and steel extension – and a central 
light-well partially setting the terrace 
apart from the building,” he recalls. “One 
corner was sunny for a lot of the day, but 
mostly it was cold, shady and just not an 
appealing place to be. 

“My brief was to create a space 
that could be used for everything 
from staff lunch breaks to corporate 
entertaining, and because it is in full 
view of the boardroom windows, it 
had to look amazing all year round,” 
Aldridge continues. “There were high 
expectations, but the terrace had been 
given a low-rent makeover some years 
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‘STICKS’ by Extremis 
forming a sculptural 
screen. Mounted in 
a dark zinc planter.
Combined height of 
the planter and ‘Sticks’ 
will be 170cm high off 
deck level

Group of low armchairs 
with side tables

‘STICKS’ by Extremis 
forming a sculptural 
screen 120cm high, 
70cm away from the 
meeting room window

‘STICKS’ by Extremis 
forming a sculptural 
screen 210cm high, 
150cm from the 
meeting room window

Black marble pebbles 
as a decorative 
aggregate

A pair of low wide 
‘Large Lily’ bowls in 
off-white stone finish

A pair of low wide 
‘Large Lily’ bowls in 

off-white stone finish 

Black marble pebbles 
as a decorative 

aggregate

Decking

Natural stone Natural stone
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ago, so I was pretty confident I could 
radically improve it.”

His plan was to use substantial 
trees to divide up the space into zones 
and introduce some greenery into 
this heavily built environment. The 
initial sketch drawings were quickly 
accepted, but the interiors were taking 
priority and his contract wasn’t signed 
for nearly a year. When James finally 
did get the go-ahead, he requested a 
structural engineer’s report, so that 
he could begin calculating loads. He 
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Contractor 
The Outdoor Room
www.theoutdoor
room.co.uk

Decking 
Millboard Carbonised
www.millboard.co.uk

Paving and aggregates
Blue-grey granite 
flamed-finish paving 
slabs and white and black 
pebbles from CED Ltd 
www.ced.ltd.uk 

Screens
‘Sticks’ from Extremis
www.extremis.com

Aluminium edging 
AluExcel from 
Kinley Systems
www.kinley.co.uk

Containers
Large lily bowl in off-white 
stone from Urbis Design 
Ltd www.urbisdesign.co.uk
GeoTroughs in faux-lead 
finish from Capital 
Garden Products
www.capital-garden.com

Furniture 
Tribu range from The 
Modern Garden Company
moderngarden.co.uk

WHO’S WHO

was astonished to discover that there 
were no records to draw on, even 
though the building had been extended 
within the past 20 years. “We spent a 
good six months trying to track down 
any information, then considered 
going ahead with the existing plan by 
reinforcing the terrace with additional 
beams, but by December 2015, I knew 
we had to come at it from a completely 
different angle.”

The only option was to calculate the 
existing live load on the roof, and then 
make sure the redesign didn’t exceed that 
figure. “There wasn’t much there – open-
jointed 60x60 concrete paving slabs, 
box balls in small faux-lead Versailles 
planters, a set of plastic patio furniture 
– so I didn’t have much weight to work 
with. Obviously the trees had to go, 
but I was happy with my original plan 
to divide up the space into zones with 

ABOVE The ‘Sticks’ 
are bedded into 
rubber bases, which 
are covered with 
pebbles, and they help 
section the terrace 
into a larger meeting 
area with Vis a Vis 
table and Illum chairs, 
and a smaller area 
with zoned seating

“AT NIGHT, THE 
RODS GLOW ALONG 
THEIR ENTIRE 
LENGTH LIKE AN 
ETHEREAL FOREST”

“WE CONSIDERED 
REINFORCING THE 
TERRACE WITH BEAMS”
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increasing degrees of privacy screening, 
so I set about finding lightweight 
elements that could reimagine the effect.”

Simple solution
James’ solution was the brilliantly simple 
but effective Sticks system from Belgian 
firm Extremis. This innovative range 
was designed in 2003 by Hsu-Li Teo 
and Stefan Kaiser, who developed the 
combination of pultruded fibreglass 
rods plugged into a heavy rubber base. 
“I came across it on the Modern Garden 
Company website and it seemed like the 
perfect solution. It’s available in different 
heights and colours, but our palette had 
already been set on the grey scale by the 
interior design, so I used predominantly 
2.1m white sticks, with shorter sections 
in black for contrast.

At night, the rods glow along their 
entire length like an ethereal forest, and 

by day they shimmer in the sun and 
make a gentle plinking noise as they sway 
in the slightest breeze. “Some sections 
have integral uplighters, but we had a lot 
of technical issues, and with hindsight 
I might have explored the possibility of 
using only the standard modules, which 
are considerably cheaper, and putting in 
a separate lighting system to generate a 
similar effect. Having said that, my client 
and I are delighted with the final result.”

The uninspiring repro railings 
were screened in part with Sticks, and 
elsewhere with simple black troughs 
from Capital Garden Products, planted 
up with staggered rows of the ultra-
upright ornamental grass Panicum 
virgatum ‘Northwind’. “With the weight 
issue in mind, we kept these quite small, 
and positioned them at the outer edges of 
the roof,” Aldridge explains. “Elsewhere, 
we created dead zones where people 

cannot walk, using dividers, pebbles and 
four 1.5m diameter Urbis bowls planted 
with sculptural Yucca rostrata.”

There may be far less green in the 
garden than he originally intended, 
but James is pleased with the outcome, 
and delighted to see it professionally 
photographed. “Probably the biggest 
mistake I made over the past 10 years 
has been taking my own pictures. It 
seemed like a good excuse to buy a nice 
camera, but as a result I have had very 
little publicity.” It turns out that with 
photographers as with garden designers, 
if you want a job doing properly, you 
need to call in the professionals. 

New dark zinc 
planting troughs with 
evergreen perennials

Group of low armchairs 
with side tables

‘STICKS’ by 
Extremis forming a 

sculptural screen


