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Project Narrative

	 The Roland Water Tower site has witnessed many phases of Baltimore’s history. Before 
the construction of the 1905 Italianate water tower, this site was part of a farmstead of 
Grandison Hoe, a freed man who owned and operated a farm here. The neighborhood of Hoes 
Heights, to the Park site’s west, has long served as an African American enclave in Northeast 
Baltimore. Bounding the east and northern ends of the site are Roland Park—famous as 
an Olmsted Brothers’ designed neighborhood for the City’s wealthy and white, and one of 
Baltimore’s first streetcar suburbs. To the south is Hampden, once a working mill community 
now reinvented as one of the City’s artist communities. Following its short function as a 
standpipe for Baltimore’s potable water storage tower system, the tower was quickly replaced 
by the reservoir system and the parcel then became a turnaround for the ‘trackless trolley’ 
in the 1940s, for buses In the 1960s, and eventually a nesting site for the City’s thriving 
peregrine falcon population. 

	 In 2020, the Roland Park Community Foundation successfully secured funding and 
City support for the stabilization of the tower and the creation of a public park on the site. 
The tower stabilization was completed this spring, and the Park team has recently completed 
concept design after a months-long community engagement process. The team has focused 
on a few simple moves that dramatically transform this site from a site predominantly for 
vehicles to a place for people.

	 Throughout the concept design phase, the design team shared preliminary conceptual 
approaches with Baltimore City Planning, Department of General Services, CHAP, and the 
Fire Marshall for early feedback and direction. The team has also delivered six community 
engagement workshops (half by zoom, half physically distanced on site), as well as two paper 
and digital surveys of community members with almost 870 combined respondents. The 
community’s priorities show a desire for an even balance of programs and uses—from daily, 
individual use to small community gatherings and events — signaling that a flexible green 
space that serves all types of community members year round should be the design driver. 
Safety for children and traffic calming/street closure is a very high priority. Other community 
priorities include habitat, trees, and native plants, as well as information on the site’s diverse 
history, from Ecological History to Grandison Hoe to the Tower and Trolley System. 
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Playing at the Tower after the Stabilization, June 2021



9

	 The design and client team also discussed in-depth with the community the potential 
redesign, reduction or removal all together of the paved turnaround on the site. Together, this 
surface comprises 35% of the park’s space, and its conversion to usable park space, pervious 
green space, or programmatic spaces for all ages is highly desired by the community, as 
evidenced by the outcomes of our survey work, shown in the attached materials.

	 Taking into account all feedback to-date, Unknown Studio has prepared a concept 
design, which will likely need to be phased over time according to fundraising capacity. The 
design seeks to unite both sides of the park – from Roland Avenue to Evans Chapel Road 
– creating a connective, community-focused green space that welcomes residents from 
the divers communities around the park. The preferred scheme preserves the symmetrical, 
historical viewshed from Roland Avenue with a new ADA-accessible path system that closely 
follows the ‘horseshoe’ of the road turnaround. On the opposite side of the tower, toward 
Evans Chapel Road, the new pathways and a small, flexible plaza area evoke the curvilinear 
neoclassical geometries that surrounded the water tower at its construction in 1905, and the 
strong legacy of Olmsted in the surrounding neighborhoods.

	 The design preserves all historic structures on site: the tower, stairs, iconic walls and 
original exedra bench at Roland Avenue and Evans Chapel Road, while bringing  additional 
places for people to gather, wander, and sit. Using the entrance off Evans Chapel Road as the 
primary gathering space and access offers flexibility for community events, in addition to ADA 
access to the tower’s plinth for the first time. Native trees and shrubs are set at the perimeter, 
framing the space, creating a feeling of enclosure and oasis, and reflecting the public’s desire 
for green, habitat, and pollinator friendly plantings. The design preserves existing Zelkova 
trees that are in good health and outside the limit of site disturbance, while those that are 
in poor health or will be affected by sitework and grading necessary for ADA access will be 
replaced with new, native trees and mitigation meeting Baltimore City’s requirements on-site 
and off-site. The Zelkovas are not original to the site design; based on historic site photos, 
they were planted sometime after 1957. Last, the design will bring water and power into the 
site, per community priorities, creating the opportunity to subtly and appropriately light the 
tower itself in the future.
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Historic Photographs
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Original Architectural Site Details, 1904
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Tower Construction, 1905							        View of Tower from Roland Avenue, possibly during construction
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“Looking west from a site between Rugby Road and Charles Street” from A Book of Pictures in Roland Park
by George B. Simmons, 1912
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Site Aerial, 1926
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Site Aerial, 1920s, Hoes Heights neighborhood in foreground
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View of Tower from Roland Avenue, date unknown
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View from Roland Avenue, trolley wires overhead		  View from Roland Avenue, trolley tracks in foreground
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Tower in Disuse, 1948
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Site during Trolley Era, 1940s



22

Trackless Trolley in Site Turnaround, 1949
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Site Aerial, 1957
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Current Site Conditions
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Neighborhood Context
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Site Aerial before Tower Stabilization Project, 2020
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Current Site Conditions
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Evans Chapel Road Entrance
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Historic Wall at Evans Chapel Road
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Roadway Condition
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Roadway Condition Details - Concrete Curb at inner edge; Brick & Concrete Runnel at outer edge
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Roland Avenue Entrance
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Historic Exedra Bench and Knee Wall at Roland Avenue
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Healthy Existing Zelkova Tree to remain (3 total)
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Zelkovas at Site Interior - impacted by current and planned construction (6 total)
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Remnant Asphalt Paths - do not all follow historic path structure based on historic photographs
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Granite Stairs and Plinth Grading up to Tower
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Community Design Process
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November 2020: Community Priorities
446 participants
•	 Zoom Meeting
•	 In-Person Event
•	 Digital Survey
•	 On-Site Comment Box

1 2 3

April 2021: Concept Design Options
320 participants
•	 Zoom Meeting
•	 In-Person Event
•	 Digital Survey
•	 On-Site Comment Box

June 2021: Preferred Concept Design
165 participants
•	 Zoom Meeting
•	 In-Person Event
•	 Digital Comment Box
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1 November 2020: Community Priorities Survey

64 In-Person Responses 382 Digital Responses
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Write-In Comments: Desires Write-In Comments: Concerns



46

What Elements Would You Like to See in the Park?1
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2 What Activities Would You Like to See Happen in the Park?
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3 With Whom Would You Use the Park?
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With Whom Would You Use the Park?
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4 When Would You Use the Park?
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2 April 2021: Concept Design & Roadway Survey

1

320 total 
respondents
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Park
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6 Survey Write-In Preferences:

Minimalist - 16%

Gathering Place - 42%

No Stated Preference /
Other Comments /
Elements of Both - 42% Option 1: The Minimalist Option 2: The Gathering Place

Major Survey Takeaways & Adjustments

Concerns about maintenance: 
•	 Limited non-turf planting areas to two zones adjacent to the Tower
Clear park boundaries (preferred in “Minimalist”): 
•	 Included a continuous shrub border at both North and South site edges

Maintaining (healthy) existing trees: 
•	 Planned to keep (3) ex. Zelkova trees and (3) ex. trees at the South edge
•	 Planned to remove Zelkova with dead wood in interior of park -  they will be 

affected by sitework and ADA access grading. 

“Minimalist” clean lines and “Gathering Place” nooks and crannies
•	 Keeping the overall form of the “Gathering Place” plan, but have clarified and 

simplified some curves 

Site lighting and safety
•	 Planned to relocate the (5) existing light poles on site
•	 Future phase planned to add new pedestrian light poles throughout the park

Evans C
hapel Road

Evans C
hapel Road

Roland Avenue

Roland Avenue
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Concept Design
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Roland Avenue

Evans Chapel Road

Illustrative Concept Plan
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Roland Avenue

Additional Parallel Parking

Evans Chapel Road

Additional Parallel Parking
Concept Site Features

Flexible
Lawn

Existing
Trees

Crescent
Lawn

Native
Planting

Light
Poles

Benches

Flexible
Plaza

Native Shrub Border

Native Shrub Border

New
Flowering

Trees

New
Canopy
Trees



66

Entry View from Roland Avenue
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View from Tower Steps out to Roland Avenue
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Entry View from Evans Chapel Road
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View out from Tower to Evans Chapel Road
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Flexible Plaza at Evans Chapel Road
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Symmetrical Path System at Roland Avenue
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Details & Materials
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New Trees & Existing Tree Protection

New Understory Flowering Trees (11)
Potential Species:
Amelanchier x grandiflora			   Serviceberry
Cercis canadensis				    Redbud
Cladrastis kentukea				   American Yellowwood
Cornus florida				    Flowering Dogwood
Halesia carolina				    Carolina Silverbell
Magnolia virginiana				   Sweetbay Magnolia

New Canopy Trees (2)
Potential Species:
Platanus × acerifolia ‘Bloodgood’ 	 London Planetree
Quercus bicolor				    Swamp White Oak
Ulmus americana ‘Valley Forge’		  American Elm (disease-resistant)
Ulmus americana ‘Princeton’		  American Elm (disease-resistant)

Existing Trees to Remain and Protect:
Zelkova serrata (3)				    Japanese Zelkova
Acer spp. (2)					    Maple species
Pinus spp. (1)				    Pine species
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Shrub and Turf Planting

Tall Shrub Border at North & South Site Edges
Potential Species:
Hamamelis x intermedia			   Witch Hazel
Hydrangea quercifolia			   Oakleaf Hydrangea
Ilex verticillata	 			   Winterberry Holly
Lindera benzoin				    Spicebush
Myrica pensylvanica			   Bayberry
Viburnum dentatum				   Arrowwood Viburnum
Viburnum x burkwoodii			   Burkwood Viburnum

Low Shrubs at Roland Avenue/Historic Knee Wall
Potential Species:
Fothergilla ‘Mt Airy’				    Witch Alder
Ilex glabra				     	 Inkberry Holly
Itea virginica				    	 Sweetspire
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Paving & Drainage Details

Paving Color Precedent

Product Basis of Besign 
Wasau Tile H-Series Pavers

Paving Pattern Precedents

Stone Runnel Historic Precedent 
throughout adjacent neighborhoods
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Bench Details

Concept Option 1
Retail Bench:
Basis of Design Vestre April Series Bench
with backrest and armrest; anchoring with 
base plant; galvanized and powder-coated 
steel; RAL 6025-Fern green; standard wood.

Concept Option 2
Custom Bench:
Custom wood bench based on nearby 
historic benches in public shelters 
along University Avenue.
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Lighting Details

Existing Pedestrian Light Poles
to be Relocated and Refurbished:
GE Luminaire High Hat, per Baltimore 
City and Greater Roland Park Master 
Plan standards

Figure 5.3: Aluminum Pole with Cobra Head Light Fixture and Figure 5.4: Wooden Pole with Cobra Head 
Light Fixture 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 5.5: GE Luminaire and Figure 5.6: Victorian Acorn Light 

 

   

Aluminum Pole with Cobra Head Fixture Wooden Pole with Cobra Head Fixture 

GE Luminaire Victorian Acorn
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Tree Assessment
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