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Everest Community College shows 
the benefits of prioritising landscape 
architecture in the design of new 
schools, says critic Tim Richardson

the 
perfect 
ratio

In oRdInaRy cIRcumsTances, The concepT 
of Basingstoke could not be expected to lift the 
spirits – the Hampshire town is one of a number 
of rather featureless conurbations in southern 
England that have expanded steadily since the 
Second World War, becoming more affluent (and 
strait-laced) all the while. 

For most of its inhabitants, Basingstoke is a 
comfortable if rather uninspiring place to live – 
witness its entry in The Idler magazine’s 
celebrated ‘Crap  Towns’ feature: “A town 
planning travesty. Over-centralised in the 
extreme, you cannot so much as stroll to a local 
newsagents for a paper because the only shops 
are in the sprawling shopping centre, which 
must be accessed by road (pavements were not 
included in the grand scheme).”

How refreshing, therefore, that a new school in 
the town should be feted as an enlightened 
educational experiment of nationwide 
significance. In Popley, which developed from 
the 1960s as a satellite area two miles north of 
Basingstoke and contains an above-average 
proportion of social housing, Everest Community 

College now provides an inspiring educational 
environment for 750 pupils aged 11 to 16. In due 
course, it might do the same for the adjacent 
community, too, since a public square linking the 
school with the new housing development of 
Merton Rise is central to the scheme.

Everest Community College was opened in 
September 2007 as a replacement for an existing 
school half a mile away that was deemed to be 
failing. With no central funding to call in, 
Hampshire County Council joined forces with the 
property developers to pay for the new school 
which, in the modern educational way, is highly 
permeable to the public (in the evenings locals 
can use amenities such as the sports hall and 
youth block, via a separate reception).

The landscape component was key from the 
start and on site it genuinely feels as if as much 
importance has been attached to it as to the 
buildings. This success has been in large part due 
to the advocacy of Paul Best, principal landscape 
architect at the county council, who has 
tenaciously defended the £2m landscape budget 
(out of a total £25m) against all comers while 

working closely with the head teacher to develop 
a series of four ‘curriculum gardens’ that now 
surround the school, as well as a landscape arts 
programme – part-funded by Arts Council 
England – which comprises a number of outdoor 
sculptures. Local landscape architect Hyland 
Edgar Driver (HED) was commissioned to 
collaborate on the project with the council and 
the result, both organisations say, should be 
seen as a team effort.

From the car park on, this does not feel like an 
ordinary school. The large car park itself, of 
regulation tarmac and woodchip shrub beds, is 
perhaps the least successful aspect of the 
landscape scheme, no doubt for budgetary 
reasons, but it does take advantage of the 
sloping site, as visitors climb the gentle incline 
towards an inspiring cluster of Modernist 
buildings clad with smooth buff-coloured bricks. 
A rather unfocused forecourt area dominated by 
stainless-steel bike-rack hoops leads the visitor 
on into the main square, between the bulk of the 
main building (with the sports hall at the lower, 
more public end of the school) and the smaller 

1 Main entrance. The 
building forms the secure 
boundary to the college site

2 One of the school’s 
curriculum gardens 

3 Head, the meeting of 
minds, by artist Peter 
Codling. The face profiles 
also relate to the Fibonacci 
sequence used elsewhere

4 Galaxy, by artists Joypad, 
is located in the science and 
technology garden
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‘youth provision’ block perhaps 20m away.
The main square itself is a long, open, east-

west rectangle defined by three rows of trees – 
Pyrus, Acers and Sorbus – which run its length, 
with large rectangular black-grey concrete 
benches ranged at angles beneath. This elegant, 
rationalist scheme, with a strong vertical 
orientation, complements the facade of the main 
school building to the north, which features piloti 
along its length and a double-height ‘porch’ 
topped by a shadow-casting metal grille across 
one substantial section of the side elevation, with 
the school’s main doors angled into the corner. 
The three-storey houses that will line the 
southern side of the square are as yet unbuilt, 
but they will, of course, complete the sense of 
enclosure, prefaced by a high beech hedge.

Changes of concrete paving (smooth grey 
pavers to earthy buff setts) emphasise the east-
west orientation, but this has been deliberately 
compromised by the addition of diagonal lines of 
gently sparkling blue pavers (they contain glass 
specks) that partially bisect the space. Beginning 
at the west end of the square, where stands 

1 Public square featuring 
the sculpture Beyond 
Number, by Joseph Hillier 

2 Blue glass paving bands 
follow the Fibonacci 
sequence through to the 
curriculum gardens 

3 Spiral moebius, by 
Benjamin Storch
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“�The�Fibonacci�sequence�has�
been�utilised�in�the�design”
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Joseph Hillier’s striking galvanized steel Beyond 
Number figurative sculpture, these lines express 
in metres the values of the Fibonacci sequence, 
which begins 0,1, 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13, 21... These lines 
are extrapolated through the fabric of the 
building itself and emerge again as blue lines on 
the other side of the school, in the humanities 
garden. The curving symbol which is the 
expression of the Fibonacci sequence has been 
utilised several times in the landscape design 
(for path systems and paving) and it has now 
become the school’s logo, visible on school 
blazers, minibuses and so on.

The four ‘curriculum gardens’ are loosely 
themed on the subjects taught in the three wings 
that protrude from the northern side of the main 
building: science and technology; 
communications; maths and information 
technology; and humanities. A narrow curving 
path in the science garden describes the 
Fibonacci curve, while the mathematics garden 
includes a shiny steel sculpture by Benjamin 
Storch to illustrate the Mobius strip. What is 
apparently the barest and aesthetically least 

successful curriculum garden – that devoted to 
humanities, at the eastern end by the car park – 
is, the landscape designers say, in fact the most 
popular with children. Perhaps it is the colourful 
sculpture of a human head and brain by Peter 
Codling that has led to its success. 

Columnar copper beeches, weeping birches 
and a grove of tamarisk trees are among the 
interesting planting choices ranged through the 
curriculum gardens, and these will soon grow to 
increase the sense of sequence and enclosure 
through the spaces. A series of spiralling wooden 
bench systems provides multiple seating choices 
for the children, and vulnerable details such as 
the steel litter bins (which cost £700 each) have 
been vigorously defended by Paul Best.

Everest is an inspiring example of a new 
school that takes its landscape setting seriously. 
It treats its pupils with respect by giving them 
not just a playground to play in, but a series of 
spaces to think in. As Best says, at the very least, 
every child at this school will now leave with 
some idea of what the Fibonacci sequence is – 
which is more than can be said for most of us.

1 Language Column,  
by Martin and Dowling

2 Site masterplan

3 Canopy over the  
public square

4 Spiral seating in  
the communications 
curriculum garden
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