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The continuing evolution of the 
Railtown Studios Green Roof 

 

 
 
Railtown Studios is one of Vancouver’s first buildings zoned exclusively for artist / live work 
rental space. The original concept for the green roof was approved by Vancouver City 
Council in the summer of 1995 as part of approval of the sale, renovation, and artist live/work 
zoning proposal for the building (a former fish packing plant, morgue and early film location 
for The X-Files) along with the construction of The Edge across the street).  
 
The original 1995 – 1998 design concept was under the supervision of Rob Leshgold, the son 
of Jack Leshgold who is the current owner of the building and Rossmore Enterprises and 
Reliance Holdings of Gastown. The original garden was installed in the spring of 1998. 
 
Being four stories above Vancouver Harbour, this green roof receives considerable sun along 
with a great deal of salty wind off the mountains and the sea. This particular green roof has 
been shaped, in particular, by wind and salt. For the first six years of the Railtown Studies 
Green Roof, Anne Carlson and Jeff Olson worked very hard to maintain the garden 
consistently with Rob’s original concept and design.  
 
A drip irrigation system was installed in 1998 and functioned until about 2004. As this 
system stopped functioning, a large portion of the material that was installed in 1998 died. In 
addition, the original plantings consisted of cheap, conventional nursery material, notably 
German ivy and boxwood, which often does not sustain itself after five to ten years. Of the 
original material, four conventional street trees have survived as well as most of the rosemary 
bushes and about half of the boxwood hedges.  
 
In 2006, a more manageable surface irrigation system was installed and over half of the 
current species in the garden were planted. In contrast to the plant material from the initial 
installation, in 1998, the more recent plantings have nearly all involved species that are 
moderately drought tolerant and more able to cope with the wind and salt.  
 
Over the last decades, scores of tenants have reworked the original design to include more 
trees and shrubs, native species and food species with local adaptations of principles 
associated with the following movements:  
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 permaculture and older traditions of polyculture1; 
 

 Masanobu Fukuoka's ‘natural farming’ and his ‘one straw revolution’2; and 
 

 Miguel Altieri’s principles of complex agro-ecosystems influenced by traditional 
Amerindian practices3; and 

 
 local and regional efforts to produce more food throughout the year such as the early 

work of Binda Colebrook4.  
 
As a green roof in a building dedicated to combining creative production with households, 
tenant `ecosystem management’ has been influenced by a range of cultural movements 
including but not confined to the following: 

 contemporary fashion photography (with many commercial sessions in this garden); 
 

 bioregionalism; 
 

 the cusp of contemporary landscape architecture and public art; 
 

 land art (as a movement within public art) (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Land_art); 
and 

 
 bioart that is sometimes linked to wetware. 

 
And in the coming years new perspectives and art-making practices inevitably will further 
link practices of horticulture, agriculture and contemporary cultural production. 
 
Information on this green roof and ongoing needs for volunteers, advice, innovative 
installation and maintenance practices, new species and new planting approaches will be 
posted  www.gordonbrentingram.ca/studiesdesigns/ under the heading Railtown Studios 
Green Roof. 
 
Thanks to our many friends, neighbours, family members and colleagues who have 
contributed to this garden through providing advice, donating plants and gardening with the 
us at Railtown Studios! 

                                                            
1  See http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Permaculture . The first books of the permaculture series by Bill Mollison of 
Tasmania remain highly influential (Bill Mollison and David Holmgren. 1978. Permaculture One: A Perennial 
Agriculture for Human Settlements. Hobert, Tasmania: Trasworld Publishers. ISBN 978-0938240006. & Bill 
Mollison. 1979.  Permaculture Two: Practical Design for Town and Country in Permanent Agriculture. Hobert, 
Tasmania: Tagari Publications.).  

2  (Masanobu Fukuoka. 1978. The One-Straw Revolution: An Introduction to Natural Farming. Emmaus, 
Pennsylvania: Rodale Press. Also see http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Masanobu_Fukuoka) 

3  See http://www.agroeco.org/doc/new_docs/Agroeco_principles.pdf and also see Altieri’s highly unfluential 
1995 text book: Agroecology: The Science of Sustainable Agriculture. Berkeley: ITDG Publishing. 

4  Binda Colebrook.1977. Winter Gardening in the Maritime Northwest. Arlington, Washington: Tilth. 


