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PLANNING

Abbey Gardens with original cast-iron railings in place, and Abbey Gardens with cars, not gardens

Railings help preserve character in the Wood

Virginia Newman  
RIBA
Director, KSR Architects

This is the first in a series of articles 
where I will expand on the information 
provided on the Planning pages of the 
Society’s website, to give more detail 
on what the Planning Committee 
loves about living in St John’s Wood 
– and why we spend so many hours 
each week commenting on planning 
applications to ensure that the Wood 
stays special.  

Preserving character
The Society’s website states that ‘The 
walls, piers and railings of St John’s 
Wood are all key elements which form 
the character of the area. They make a 
major contribution to the streetscape 
and must be carefully considered.’ 

This character is protected in a 
number of ways: 

• Within the Conservation Area, 
Consent is likely to be required for 
the removal of any part of the front 
boundary walls, gates or railings. 

• For listed buildings, the boundary 
walls, railings, gate piers, gates, etc. 
are also listed, and any change to them 
will require Listed Building Consent, 
as well as Conservation Area Consent 
if applicable. 

• On non-listed single-family houses 
which are outside the Conservation 
Area, the removal or alteration of 
boundary walls and railings should not 
be done without careful consideration 
of the appearance of the whole area. 

The effect of losing railings 
What contribution do walls and 
railings make to the Conservation 
Area? Would it matter if all were 
removed? I would strongly argue that 
Yes, it does matter: we would lose 
beautiful pieces of craftsmanship, and 
this would be the first step to all front 
gardens becoming car parks. Already 
we can see the start of this erosion 
in some parts of St John’s Wood. For 
example, in large sections of Abbey 
Gardens the walls and railings have 

completely disappeared and the front 
gardens have become car parks. 

Compare this with the delightful 
environment of Abbey Gardens 
where railings have been retained, 
resulting in trees and front gardens 
that everyone can enjoy – particularly 
the wildlife. This also creates a safer 
environment: the street can be seen 
by residents, allowing natural policing 
of the area. 

Some history of railings 
Metal railings have been used for 
domestic buildings since the early 17th 
century to provide permanent, secure 
demarcation of boundaries. Early 
railings were made of wrought iron, 
which tended to be fairly simple, such 
as the railings of the house of the great 
engineer Sir Joseph Bazalgette (ill. p. 
25). 

By the 19th century, when much of 
St John’s Wood was laid out, the mak-
ing of railings was helped by the mass 
production of cast iron: decorative pat-
terns could be introduced, standard-
ized and repeated. But the fine-grained 
texture of cast iron makes it liable to 
break under tension and difficult to re-
pair or forge weld. 

In the last part of the 19th century 
mild steel was used extensively, and is 
still in common use for the production 
of replica railings and new designs. 
It has a very smooth texture, and is 
strong in tension and still able to be 
forged. 

If you need to repair or replace your 

railings, it is important to understand 
the material that they are made from. 
Westminster does not encourage the 
use of mild steel for Listed Buildings, 
but it may be acceptable for non-
listed properties in the Conservation 
Area. Replacement railings should 
respect the period, characteristics and 
detailing of the original installation. 
One detail that we always request, 
but rarely see, is for each upright to 
be individually leaded into the stone 
base, rather than having a bottom 
rail. This preserves authenticity, so 
important to the Conservation Area. 

What we look for 
For new developments, railings should 
be of appropriate design, of metal 
painted black. The spacing of verticals, 
the overall height, the thickness of 
elements and the details of finials 
are very important. The recent 
introduction of backing plates, to stop 
people peering into gardens or areas, 
is very unfortunate. The Society will 
look carefully at any proposed railing 
to avoid it appearing too insubstantial, 
overly dominant, or incongruous in 
the street. 

For further reading, Westminster 
City Council has produced an excellent 
document, ‘Guidelines on Railings’, 
which is available on their website, 
with a link from the SJWS website. I 
hope you will take the time to look 
around the streets of St John’s Wood 
and appreciate the craftsmanship and 
artistry of the railings that you see. 




