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Britain’s first listed skatepark

a report issued by Played in Britain (www.playedinbritain.co.uk) – October 28 2014
based on research by Simon Inglis, author of Played in London - Charting the Heritage of a City at
Play (English Heritage 2014) and Dr Iain Borden (author of Skateboarding, Space and the City:
(Berg 2011), with additional notes from English Heritage llsting report (2014)
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n Britain’s first listed skatepark
During the course of researching Played in London – Charting the Heritage of a City at Play (English Heritage,
2014) it became apparent to author Simon Inglis and the Played in Britain team that skateboarding had well
and truly come of age in London, and was worth further study as part of London’s overall sporting heritage.
Most buildings are not considered for listing until they are at least 30 years old. In London, of the 75 skateparks
found to be in use (both public and private), we found five that were around 35 years old. Of these, the one at
Meanwhile Gardens in Westbourne Green had been completely redesigned. Two others, in Kenningon Park and
Stockwell, were interesting, but had been modified. This left two that really stood out, both designed by the
respected team of Adrian Rolt and G-Force. These were the Rom Skatepark at Hornchurch, Essex, and the
Harrow Skatepark at Harrow Leisure Centre (originally called ‘Solid Surf’), both opened in 1978. What made
these skateparks stand out was that they were true to Californian precedents in their design and form, were
mostly intact and were still highly regarded by users of all ages. On further examination the Rom Skatepark
appeared to have more original features, and to have been better preserved. Indeed it was described in
reverential terms by skateboarders from across the country and by those from abroad who deliberately sought it
out. One skateboarding magazine described ‘the Rom’ as ‘the Stonehenge of skateboarding’.
This report is a summary of the Played in Britain findings, which in turn formed the basis for the listing
proposal, submitted to English Heritage in May 2013 and approved in September 2014.
An official announcement confirming the listing was made by English Heritage on October 29 2014.
By gaining Grade II listed status, ‘the Rom’ becomes the first skatepark to have been listed in Britain. Indeed
there is only one other skatepark in the world that is similarly listed. This is the ‘Bro Bowl’, in Tampa, Florida,
entererd onto the US National Register of Historic Places in October 2013 due to its historical and cultural
significance.
‘The Rom’ becomes the sixth building to have been listed as a result of research carried out for Played in
London. For details of the other five, see below. For further enquiries, or to reproduce any of the material in this
report, please see page 12.
Simon Inglis
Played in Britain series editor (October 28 2014)
n To read the full listing description of the Rom Skatepark,
as published by English Heritage, click here.
n For details of the five other sports buildings listed by
English Heritage as a result of Played in London, click here.
n To download a brief report on London skateparks from
Played in London (published Sept 2014) click below.
Skateparks

Chapter Fifteen

Skateparks
F

‘Carving’ in the ‘Moguls’ – Harrow
Skatepark on Christchurch Avenue
is a rare survivor. Opened in the
midst of a skateboarding boom
in 1978, originally under the
name ‘Solid Surf’, Harrow was
one of several Californian-style
skateparks designed by Adrian
Rolt and the company G-Force,
using ‘shotcrete’, a concrete mix
sprayed at high pressure to create
surfaces that are both contoured
and durable. In addition to the
‘Moguls’ – four interconnected
crater-like bowls – Harrow’s other
original features are its Pool,
Snake Run, Half Pipe, Peanut
and Slalom, which runs into a
double-lobed bowl known as ‘the
bollocks’. There was also a steeply
sided Performance Bowl, but that
was filled in during the 1980s on
safety grounds. It turned out to
be a small price to pay however,
because, having survived various
closure threats, Harrow is now
widely revered. As such, is it time
to consider skateparks as part
of London’s sporting heritage?

152 Played in London

or a building, structure
or designed landscape to
be eligible for listing, it must
generally be at least 30 years old.
So if we apply the same rule to
which sports may be considered
from a heritage perspective,
skateboarding most certainly does
come into the reckoning. Just.
Having emerged in California
during the 1950s, when it was
known as ‘sidewalk surfing’ or
‘surf-skating’, skateboarding
crossed the Atlantic at around the
same time as the Beach Boys.
Certainly it was in vogue by
1965 when the Daily Mirror hailed
it as Britain’s latest American fad
(following in the wake of the hula
hoop and tenpin bowling).
Within two years the fad had
faded, but by the mid 1970s
skateboarding was back, this
time to stay, quite literally with a
new set of wheels (moulded from
polyurethane), following which
in 1977 it was accorded official
recognition by the Sports Council.
Not that this was a sport whose
adherents were prone to engage
with committees or governing
bodies. Or form clubs.
London’s early skateboarders
were all street based, seeking out
paved expanses, ramps and ledges
wherever they could find them in
the built environment. But as in
the USA, where skateboarding had
grown into an industry, it was not
long before both local authorities
and businesses in Britain sought
to build bespoke ‘parks’ where
skaters might be accommodated
safely, and perhaps profitably,
apart from the general public.

Thus there evolved two strands.
Just as some runners and cyclists
prefer the open road to the track,
so some skateboarders stayed loyal
to the streets while others happily
embraced the new generation of
purpose-built skateparks.
Or they did a bit of each. Or, in
London, from the mid 1970s they
gravitated towards an unexpected
middle ground which presented
itself on the South Bank.
Half street, half skatepark,
unofficial and yet officially
tolerated (for the most part),
the undercroft of the Queen
Elizabeth Hall – what planners
nowadays call a ‘found space’ –
offered exactly the varied terrain
that street skateboarders crave,
serendipitously if unwittingly
provided by the GLC’s Architects
Department, under Leslie Martin.
Compared with most street
locations, the South Bank
undercroft, completed in 1967 and
first skated on in the 1970s (one
source claims 1973), had several
advantages for skateboarders.
As seen below it was almost
completely sheltered under its
concrete canopy. Also, although
theoretically pedestrians can
wander through, skateboarders
here faced little conflict with other
user groups. But perhaps best
of all, opening out as it did onto
the riverside walk, the undercroft
was perfectly positioned to act as
a showcase for this new form of
physical culture. Skateboarding,
and the graffiti artists who
followed in their wake, offered
a youthful, clattering, ballsy
alternative to the refined high art

above their heads; the very essence
of what waves of copywriters have
since taken to label as ‘vibrant’.
Many readers will be aware that
in May 2013 the Southbank Centre
announced plans to convert the
undercroft into retail units, as
part of the £120 million ‘Festival
Wing’ redevelopment, and that in
response, a campaign called Long
Live the South Bank was launched
to prevent the skateboarders from
being evicted.
At the time of going to press
the outcome of this dispute was
unknown, although in July 2013
the campaigners did manage to get
the undercroft designated as an
‘Asset of Community Value’ under
the Localism Act of 2011.
An attempt to have it also
recognised as a ‘Town and Village
Green’ under the 2006 Commons
Act stalled, however, as did an
attempt to get the undercroft
listed (because, in June 2012, the
Southbank Centre gained from
the government a Certificate of
Immunity, meaning that none of
the structures could be listed for
five years.)
Stirred nevertheless by the
passion of the protesters, the
Southbank Centre pledged to
provide a replacement skatepark
a hundred yards or so away, under
Hungerford Bridge.
In most circumstances the offer
of a £1 million, architect-designed
skatepark would be welcomed.
But for the campaigners the
offer was derided as a sop; a gilded
cage in exchange for a treasured
squat, steeped in 40 years of
tradition.

In return, critics pointed out
that by claiming ‘ownership’ of the
undercroft the skateboarders were
acting counter to the footloose
spirit of the early pioneers, with
their continual quest for new
terrains.
Whatever happens at the
South Bank, skateboarding will
never leave the streets entirely. If
anything, newer sports such as
roller blading and parkour (see page
99) have paved the way, as it were,
for even greater recognition of
street based activities.
But what of purpose-built
skateparks? London’s first was a
commercial venture called Skate
City, on Abbotts Lane, off Tooley
Street, opened in August 1977.
Others included Rolling
Thunder, a floodlit facility inside
the former Brentford Market, and
Mad Dog Bowl, set up inside a
former cinema on Old Kent Road.
All these early ventures soon went
out of business, however, for a
variety of reasons, and since the
1980s most skateparks have been
provided by the public sector.
Harrow’s Solid Surf was unusual
in that after going bust when the
first boom died out, it was taken
over by the local council.
Since then the situation has
stabilised, so that, as of 2013,
including the South Bank, there
were 75 skateparks in use across
the capital, the majority being
local authority installations in
parks or open spaces. Many are of
the modular type, whereby instead
of permanent concrete features,
each section is formed from
timber or steel, so that the layout is
flexible and more easily updated.
One example is Bay Sixty6 under
Westway (page 99).
Being a relatively young sport,
skateboarding, as commentators
such as Iain Borden have noted (see
Links), lacks a definitive history.
But there is a wealth of online
material, and of oral testimonies
from older skateboarders who
recall the early years. These lead to
the conclusion that, South Bank
apart, there are five skateparks in
London that have been in existence
for 30 years or more. Three of
them, however – in Meanwhile
Gardens (Westbourne Park), in
Kennington Park and Stockwell –
have all been remodelled.
Which of the originals leaves us
with Harrow, and the pick of them
all, Rom Skatepark in Hornchurch.

Just as every golf course in the
world constitutes a small patch of
Scotland, so every skatepark offers
a hint of sun-baked California.
This is the Classic Pool at Rom
Skatepark on Upper Rainham
Road, Hornchurch, London’s oldest
commercial skatepark, opened
in August 1978 and designed by
the same team, Adrian Rolt and
G-Force, responsible for Harrow.
A feature that was to become
standard in concrete skateparks, the
Classic Pool was based on a feature
known as the Soul Bowl, built just
twelve months earlier at a park
called Skateboard Heaven in Spring
Valley, San Diego. The Soul Bowl
itself was modelled on a typical
backyard ‘keyhole’ swimming pool,
in which early skateboarders often
used to skate during the winter
months after the pools had been
drained (and when their owners
were not around to catch them).
Its origins explain why the
upper rims of many skatepark
‘pools’ are lined with blue tiles.
Also standard is the coping
around the rim, designed to
provide an edge on which to
‘kick turn’, as seen above.
Rom Skatepark’s Classic Pool
is one of seven original shotcrete
features still in use on the site, the
others being the Moguls, Slalom
Run, Snake Run, Four Leaf Clover,
Half Pipe (above right) and the
Performance Bowl (below right).
It will be noticed that in both
images on the right the boys are not
on skateboards but on BMX bikes.

Although regarded as interlopers
when they first turned up in the
1980s, BMX riders have come
to be welcomed by skateparks,
particularly commercially run ones
like Rom Skatepark, whose fortunes
have fluctuated greatly in line
with skateboarding’s popularity.
To an outsider Rom Skatepark
may appear to be little more
than a concrete playground.
Certainly its ancillary facilities are
basic. Nor can its surroundings
be described as scenic.
Yet there can be no denying that
Rom Skatepark is an important
survivor, full of original features from
arguably the most formative period
in the development of skateparks.
Moreover, apart from Harrow only
one other British skatepark from this
period survives intact, at Livingston,
Scotland, laid out in 1981.
It is for this reason that in 2013
Rom Skatepark was put forward
for listing as part of the Played in
London study. At the time of going
to press the proposal was still
under consideration. Would it, for
example, be evaluated as a building,
or as a designed landscape? And
can skateboarding be considered
of sufficient importance in the
overall landscape of English sport?
To find out the outcome of
these deliberations, the Played in
Britain website promises to be first
with the news. In the meantime,
we now turn our attention to
pools of a different ilk, hoping
that some of that Californian sun
will follow us along the way.
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n The early development of skateboarding and skateparks
Skateboarding originated in the surf culture of southern California, where teenagers in the 1950s and early
’60s adapted roller skate wheels and lengths of wood to create increasingly sophisticated wheeled surfboards.
At first, skateboarders confined themselves to the streets and sidewalks of the public domain (as they would in
London at the Southbank Centre). Then from the mid 1960s other spaces were colonised, particularly the oval
and kidney-shaped swimming pools found in the gardens of the Los Angeles elite, and the vast concrete spillways and drainage features of the Californian coast. These in turn influenced the design of early, purpose-built
skateparks in the USA from about 1973 onwards, leading to the first major skateboarding craze worldwide.
Skateboarding reached the UK in the summer of 1976, and scores of skateboard venues appeared over the next
two years. Britain’s first commercial skatepark was a private venture, Skate City, on Abotts Lane, off Tooley
Street, opened on August 27 1977. Less elaborate than contemporary American skateparks, Skate City offered
three bowls of varying difficulty and some indoor wooden ramps. It was not a commercial success, however,
and was demolished October 6 1978.
Skateboarding was officially recognised as a sport by Sports Council in September 1977. A month later BBC’s
Nationwide launched first televised National Skateboarding Championships.
By mid 1978, skateparks were being built both by commercial operators and local authorities. Those designed
by G-Force and Adrian Rolt and built by Skate Park Construction, built using Shotcrete (pressurised concrete),
were deemed superior in technical terms, using standardised elements drawn directly from America.
Skateparks designed by G-Force / Adrian Rolt included the newly listed Rom Skatepark, the Solid Surf at
Harrow (a council facility, extant with modifications), the Mad Dog Bowl at Elephant & Castle (closed) and The
Barn at Brighton (closed).
Rolling Thunder, claimed to be largest indoor skatepark in Europe, was created inside old railway carriages in
a former fruit & veg market in Brentford. It covered 40,000 square feet and cost £80,000 to fit out. Although
popular, it closed in 1979 owing to contractual issues.
Concerns over insurance, liability and health and safety were responsible for many early skateparks closing
during this period, both in Britain and the USA.
n Early skateparks surviving in Britain
There are now believed to be only six skateparks in Britain from the early period.
1. 1978

Rom Skatepark (the best preserved), a commercial skatepark, listed Grade II in 2014

2. 1978
		

Solid Surf skatepark, Harrow, set in the grounds of a sport centre; much as originally
built but with its Performance Bowl infilled

3. 1978

Stockwell skatepark, Brixton, London, set in a public park, since modified

4. 1978
		

Southsea skatepark, Southsea, originally a 1950s roller rink, modified for skateboarding
c.1978, modified further 1990, though still with some original features

5. 1978

Kennington Bowl, Kennington Park, London, set in a public park, modified

6. 1981

‘Rock ’n Roll’ skatepark, Livingston, Scotland, a commercial park, modified.
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n The Rom Skatepark in Hornchurch
Opened as a commercial venture on August 15 1978, Rom Skatepark is situated on a two acre / 8,000 sq m
site occupying a corner of the Hornchurch Cardrome. The listed element of the skatepark covers an area of
approximately one acre / 4,000 sq m.
Rom Skatepark is named after the adjacent River Rom, not as a shorthand for Romford.
For contact details, see page 12.
Costing around £100,000 to construct, ‘the Rom’ went out of business after only a year. Since then, under
the management of the Greenwood family it has enjoyed fluctuating fortunes. Although struggling at times, Its
recent revival is largely owing to its focus on providing a safe, family atmosphere, and to the new sport of BMX
riding, which now atttracts around 80 per cent of its users. In August 2013 the park celebrated its 35th
anniversary. It has in the meantime received many a visit from top skateboarders and riders, including Tony
Hawks and Lance Mountain, details of which are posted on the skatepark’s website, www.romskatepark.com.
Of all the surviving skateparks from the early years, the Rom Skatepark is deemed to be the best preserved,
with more original features. Seven original Adrian Rolt / G Force features in Shotcrete remain in use, as shown
below in bold. None has been infilled. One has been modified: the Half-Pipe has had a section of wall removed.
Various timber ramps on steel frames and above-ground ledges are later additions and are all moveable. These
features and the outbuildings do not form part of the listing.

clubhouse

The Pool

mini-ramp

The Moguls (x6)

indoor mini-ramp

Performance
Bowl
Slalom Run

freestyle area

Snake Run

Half-pipe

aerial view extracted from
www.bing.com/maps
Four Leaf Clover
spine ramp
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n The Pool is a standard Adrian Rolt / G-Force design, and
was based on the keyhole pool at Skateboard Heaven in
Spring Valley, California (which was itself based on the San
Diego ‘Soul Bowl’). It is one of the earliest examples of an
American skatepark ‘classic’ created in Britain, and indeed
Europe.
The Pool measures up to 6.7m in diameter x 2.75m deep,
with run in of 2m at approx a 25 degree gradient. The
Shotcrete shell, lined by ‘marbelite’ (Skateboard magazine,
November 1978), was described as being ‘lumpy’ – a
flaw blamed on poor weather when it was being laid in
the summer of 1978. There remains evidence of surface
cracks and staining inside the bowl and of deterioration
around its outer edges. However, these defects do not
appear to affect its usability and are easily repaired.
Right: The inner rim of The Pool, is lined with blue mosaic
tiles, in homage to the Californian pools in which skateboarding started. The edge is lined by a hard concrete lip;
an important feature in skateboarding manoeuvres.
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n The Moguls, viewed from the east. These consist of six interlinked craters arranged in a triangle, a popular
form in the early years of British skateparks, being especially suitable for beginners.
The crater diameters vary between 5.5m - 6.0m, depths range from 1.6m - 2.0m, ‘with interconnection points
that stand out as large shoulders’ (Skateboard, November 1978)
Surface cracks can be seen on the craters, but these do not appear to have deteriorated substantially over the
years and are not an impediment to either skateboarders or bike riders.
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n The Performance Bowl, viewed from the south east (above) and east (below). The design was based on a
Californian prototype, the ‘Vertibowl’ at Skatepark Paramount, where the sunken section was extended by a
vertical 4.5 foot wall rising above the ground on one side. The Rom Bowl is up to 9.0m diameter, up to 4.0m
in depth, with a 1.2m ‘showing of vertical’ on the south side but no above ground wall. It is slightly smaller in
scale than the Performance Bowl at Harrow Skatepark (also 1978, by Adrian Rolt / G-Force), which has since
been infilled.
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n The Slalom Run, viewed from the west end, forms the central east-west axis of the park.
It is an uninterrupted ramp, descending at gradual incline, with curved banks in the central section and a rising
ramp at the western end. Later features, such as the timber ramps on the left, allow users to run across the
Slalom Run and integrate it into their various manouevres.
The Slalom Run was apparently formed using spoil extracted from the excavation of the Performance Bowl, and
may therefore be considered a more pragmatic addition to the park, rather than a direct borrowing from
Californian models.
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n The Snake Run runs parallel with the Slalom
Run and is the park’s most complex design
feature, with a deeper channel and tighter curves.
Above is the Snake Run viewed from the west. On
the left it is viewed from the east.
Note that while the Shotcrete surface is
generally in good condition there are a few
surface cracks, and some areas where more
serious deterioration has been patched.
Some users of the park consider that the
Shotcrete surface requires them to use skateboards fitted with softer wheels, whereas at more
modern skateparks with smoother surfaces a
harder wheel is preferred, allowing a different
range of manouevres to be performed.
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n The Four Leaf Clover, viewed from the south, with the clubhouse in the background. This is similar to the
Moguls, but with four, slightly larger and deeper interconnected craters.
n The Half Pipe (seen left, from the eastern end)
is a long narrow sunken area with vertical walls at
the mid point. Apparently one or both of these walls
were originally 4.5m tall, but they have since been
lowered for safety, for ease of access and to allow the
floor of the Half Pipe to dry out more quickly.
The lowering of the side walls in the Half Pipe is
believed to be the only substantial alteration to the
original design of the Rom Skatepark, and is an
alteration that appears to have been common at
other skateparks since the 1970s, owing to injuries
sustained when skateboarders tried to complete overhead flips between the walls.
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n This view shows the Freestyle Area from the north west corner of the skatepark. The assorted timber and
steel frame ramps and ledges placed around this area are all moveable and do not form part of the listing.
n Below, the view from the clubhouse, looking south, with The Pool (white) in centre, and The Moguls on left.
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n Additional notes
The concourse area of the Soutbank Centre in London, in use by skateboarders since at least 1977 and subject
to a recent successful campaign to save it from redevelopment, was not considerable listable as a designed
skatepark, being an area of the public domain which happened to have been colonised by skateboarders (in the
tradition of early pioneers in California and Florida).
The Rom Skatepark dates from 1978. Here is a list of other skateparks from outside the UK, known to have
survived from the early years.
United
1976
1977
1978
1978

States of America
Derby, Santa Cruz, California – public park, largely rebuilt 2012
Kona, Jacksonville, Florida – public park, highly regarded
The Bro Bowl, Tampa, Florida – public park, most intact and only one listed
Sandy Hills, Maryland – a commercial park

Canada
1977 ‘Seylynn Bowl’, North Vancouver
1979 ‘Chornick Park’ skatepark, North Kildonan County, Winnipeg
Netherlands
1978 ‘Het Hulsbeek’ skatepark, Oldenzaal
Australia
1976 ‘Albany Skate Track’, Albany, Western Australia
n Sources
Borden, I
Inglis, S
Pennell, H
			
			
			

Skateboarding, Space and the City: Architecture and the Body (Berg, 2001)
Played in Londfon - Charting the Herrtage of a City at Play (English Heritage, 2014)
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various skateboarding websites
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