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LEFT: a Zanthoxylum simulans (Sichuan pepper tree) and Stipa
gigantea grasses grace and frame the dining terrace. ABOVE: a
combination of native Betula nigra, Acer davidii and Corylus avellana
create sanctuary and provide privacy from adjacent buildings. The
freestanding pot holds a multi-stemmed Buxus.
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As if designing and building a multi-level garden on top of an apartment
block was not enough of a challenge, pre-registered member Alasdair
Cameron found himself doing just that amid a global pandemic
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he prospect of designing and installing five
terraces on the fifth, sixth and seventh floors of a
new penthouse in Mayfair, working initially from
construction drawings, might be a challenge out of the
ordinary for many, but it did not faze pre-registered
member Alasdair Cameron.
He and his 35-strong team at Cameron are used to working
on large and complex residential and commercial projects;
indeed, one involved, among other things, the craning in of
several very large trees onto a terrace situated off one of the
old, narrow streets that crisscross the heart of London.
In this instance, having already worked on this penthouse
owner’s home in Mumbai, Alasdair was in the fortunate
position of being invited to join the Mayfair project while the
building was still a concrete shell. All too often on projects,
a garden designer is the among the last of the experts to be
asked to join the team, adding possibly unnecessary pressure
and costs to the work. In this instance, however, Alasdair
worked with the owner’s in-house interior designers from an
early stage and, as a result, “Most of the lower terraces take
their cue from the interior, both for their function and their
décor,” he says. “Each terrace has its own atmosphere and
collection of plants, building up to the pièce de resistance at the
top – the roof terrace.”
The hard landscaping and cladding of the building had
already been specified but Alasdair complemented the
fittings with planting where possible and concealed them
with evergreen climbers where necessary. He framed or
screened views with strategically placed evergreen shrubs
and a large range of trees and the overall effect is incredibly
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abundant. “We chose mostly deciduous trees;
evergreens would have felt too heavy in winter, when
you need more light, and I wanted the owners to feel as
if they’re living amidst the greenery.”

Levels of interest

ABOVE LEFT: Pittosporum
tenuifolium ‘Silver Queen’
(right) and Hippophae
rhamnoides (left) screen
the façade of a
neighbouring building;
Euphorbia mellifera adds a
softening touch behind
the BBQ. ABOVE RIGHT:
troughs designed to
enhance the proportions
of this long bedroom
terrace are planted with
ferns, Helleborus foetidus
and Vinca alba ‘Gertrude
Jekyll’. A Stewartia
pseudocamellia fills the
freestanding pot.

A family terrace on the fifth floor has beds of
perennial planting and three curly-stemmed
Nothofagus antarctica trees, while a second, northfacing terrace is given over to formal dining, with
cloud-pruned Corokia x virgata and C. x virgata ‘Frosted
Chocolate’ used as artful screens. After dusk, their
architectural quality continues to be a talking point
thanks to LED strips under the lips of the troughs.
Weight loading was of course a key part of the
design process and was signed off by a structural
engineer before the scheme was presented to the
owner. The glass-reinforced plastic (GRP) planters, 130
of them, however, proved to be quite a headache. “We
worked with the builder on measurements, balustrade
heights and so on,” Alasdair recalls, “but when the
building went to site, the measurements changed…”
To achieve the crucial aspects of privacy, calm and
shelter from the sun on the south-facing, sixth-floor
bedroom terrace, planters are staggered along its
length and contain a curtain of multi-stemmed trees.
Mostly Betula nigra, with some Corylus avellana and
Acer davidii, they are underplanted with woodland
plants including ferns, hellebores, Vinca minor and
spring bulbs.
Further round the building, on the same level,
areas of relaxed seating and others for entertaining
large numbers of people have been created. The
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Alasdair Cameron
Pre-registered member
Alasdair Cameron founded
Cameron in 1992. He believes
passionately in pushing the
boundaries of garden design,
particularly in sustainable
design, while recognising
the importance of traditional
methods.

standout feature is a grove of acers in freestanding
pots and embued with a sense of harmony that belies
the trouble taken to source the trees from various
nurseries, carefully balancing height with foliage with
stem interest. To emphasise and frame their beauty,
the backbone planting here is simple, including balls
of Viburnum davidii, Pittosporum tobira and P. tenuifoliium
‘Cratus’, Mahonia ‘Soft Caress’ and ferns in long blocks.
A standout solution of a different kind was required
for the private family roof terrace, with its existing
glass swimming pool, oval lightwell and raised area
over the penthouse lift. Rising to the challenge,
Alasdair wrapped a path fitted with planters around
the lightwell, and installed a flight of steps leading
up to a secluded seating area over the lift shaft. “As
the whole space felt very open, we designed planters
with geometric shapes that work with the contours
of the city views and help bring all the areas together
visually.” Areas for dining, admiring the skyline from
loungers, or relaxing by a fire feature are all cocooned
by generous planting.
Overall, “We wanted to create an eclectic scheme that
was largely native but contemporary,” says Alasdair
of the unusual mixture of shrubs and trees, which
includes a giant Elaeagnus commutata ‘Tenpin’, a Sechuan
pepper, three silver-stemmed heptacodiums, multi-

“MOST OF THE LOWER TERRACES
TAKE THEIR CUE FROM THE
INTERIOR BOTH FOR THEIR
FUNCTION AND THEIR DÉCOR”

CLOCKWISE FROM
ABOVE LEFT: the planting
is designed to link the
terraces with views of
Hyde Park beyond; acers
and block plantings of
Viburnum davidii (left) and
Mahonia ‘Soft Caress’
(right); Artemisia ‘Powis
Castle’ with Allium
sphaerocephalon, Armeria
maritima ‘Splendens’ line
steps to the upper
terrace; Acer japonica
‘Aconitifolium’ (left), Acer
palmatum (centre) and
Acer palmatum ‘Deshojo’
(right) with Pittosporum
tenuifolium ‘Cratus’ over
the glass screen.
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LEFT: Eleagnus
commutata ‘Tenpin’ and
Heptacodium miconioides
underplanted with
prostrate rosemary
soften the hard lines of
the swimming pool.
ABOVE RIGHT: Spartium
junceum (Spanish
Broom), echiums,
Heptacodium miconioides
(left tree) and Euonymus
alatus (right tree) on the
upper terrace. BELOW
RIGHT: on the north
terrace, Acer palmatum
with Viburnum davdii
reflect the crowns of
Hyde Park trees beyond.
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stemmed Sorbus commixta ‘Dodong’ and Euonymus alatus.
“They all work together as an overall composition.”
The colourful planting, meanwhile, has a relaxed,
seaside feel, and the shrubs, grasses and perennials
were chosen for their wind tolerance. They include
Stipa gigantea, descampsia, echium, armeria,
sanguisorba, prostrate rosemary, Spartium junceum
(Spanish broom) and Grevillea.
After delays caused by the pandemic, the main
road below the building was finally closed and all
the materials and plants for the project were craned
on to the terraces over one day in May 2020, when
construction work was permitted to resume. “There
was a lot of pre-organisation and planning,” Alasdair
recalls. “The plants were coming from nurseries
around the country, as well as all the containers, the
compost, Leca… everything. There was no room for
error. It was an amazing feat of organisation.”

Proper planning

With the computerised irrigation system and
extensive lighting (by Alasdair’s project management
team) already in place, all the trees went into position
that day. A Platipus anchoring system was used to
install them, with the pots containing the trees bolted
onto pre-installed, bespoke steel base plates beneath
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“AS THE SPACE FELT VERY OPEN,
WE DESIGNED PLANTERS WITH
SHAPES THAT WORK WITH THE
CONTOURS OF THE CITY VIEW”
the pedestal paving system. “The John Innes compost
will be replaced every three years,” Cameron adds,
“and they’re nourished with mycorrhizal fungi and
fertiliser. Root pruning will happen in time.”
If installing the trees was impressive, the team’s
biggest challenge was yet to come, however. On
the day of installation, “there was no water on the
seventh floor and only one tap on the sixth floor was
live, thanks to COVID-related construction delays.
Everything had to be watered by hand for six months.
Our maintenance team went in three days a week to
water, and we didn’t lose one tree or plant.”
The effects of the pandemic also meant that the
terraces’ planting could not go in until the spring of
this year and yet, cared for by Cameron’s maintenance
team, they already look remarkably established. “The
project had its moments,” admits Cameron, “but I’m
pleased with how it went. It’s a remarkable space.”

