Knightshayes Walled Kitchen Garden

First two years of the restoration project 2002-4

by John Ridgley, Walled Garden Supervisor at Knightshayes Court, 2002-5
Quick history: Built for the ‘Heathcoat-Amory’ Family, Who made their money in the mechanised lace-making industry, establishing a factory in Tiverton which the Knightshayes Mansion overlooked. The walls and turrets designed in a ‘William Burgess’ style, but the layout internally generally thought of as being by Edward Kemp. Built between 1875 and  1880, covers an area of about 4 acres, including the 17 G/houses & backsheds on a terraced & sloped south, south east facing site. The actual ‘growing area’ within the garden is of some 2.2 acres (1 hectare) & is divided into 8  formal sections with a central dipping pool, a 60m herbaceous border for cut flowers, a sheltered south facing border for early crops, trained fruit around the walls & the ornamental ‘Buttress border’ walk.

Exactly how many men worked full time in the garden we do not know, but probably in excess of 12 including the glasshouses.

Certainly more staff were brought in off the estate seasonally to help out.

1880-1914: The golden age of the garden? Probably, but we have so little written/photographic evidence to go on. Certainly its during this period that the garden & the family were mentioned the most in the local & national horticultural journals of the day.

1918-1939: seemingly fared better than many gardens during & after the first war, continuing the high level of staffing & standard of horticulture; the few photos from this period show the ornate yew topiary which adorned the garden & elderly locals say produce was still taken up to ‘Town’ utilizing the local branch line railway. It is to be noted, though, that the first glasshouses were dismantled during this period.

1939-1945: The majority of the glasshouses were dismantled & lower terrace boiler system de-commisioned as part of the war effort. The main Mansion became a hospital for recovering USAF airmen & the family temporarily de-camped to the Head Gardeners cottage. The walled garden continued to be extremely productive with many references to the produce from recovered Pilots in letters to the family.

1945-1963: As running costs bit home, staff not replaced after retirement- only 1 full time member of staff by 1963.

Family also turn their attention to creation of new woodland garden. Michael Hickson started his long career in 1963 with the onerous task of dismantling the structure of the garden (removing lime mortar paths, removing topiary & over mature yew hedging as well as much of the fruit including the 2 large mulberries.

The garden became a purely ‘Market Garden’ with the entrance being widened to allow access for larger, modern tractors & produced crops such as early potatoes followed by Brassicas & leeks for the market in Tiverton. This came to an end with the earlier, cheaper imports from france in the early 1970’s & the garden was grassed over & the gates locked.

1970s – present: small sections continued to be used as  occasional tree nurseries & for growing cut flowers for the house. When the National Trust took over the property, the Glasshouse area became (& still is) a nursery for the garden, plant shop & for the NT PCP. The family were insistent that the walled garden should not become a ‘Car-park’ & up until the late 1990’s the garden remained closed & unused.

The plan to re-instate the garden as a working productive garden & visitor attraction had been in the pipeline for some time , but the groundwork started in 2001 & by the time I joined the project in late 2002, the area was a blank, if somewhat messy, weedy palate to start work upon.  

At the time I started, my job description & numerous meetings with key NT representatives laid out the way the garden was to develop; these were defined in the 3 Key areas & Ethos:

 A: Financial The garden was to grow fruit & veg for sale; primarily to supply restaurant & sell fruit & veg from garden shop. Also to up supplying an ‘off property’ outlet when crop production & finding a suitable outlet could be achieved. Also we were to regularly re-evaluate crops for success from a financial point of view.

B: Historical Although written evidence on actual varieties of fruit & veg grown was non-existent, we Researched & grew certain crops which were contemporary with gardens history & may have been grown there. Many of the ‘Taller’ Peas’ in our seed collection come under this heading. The varieties of wall fruit were remembered by Michael Hickson & re-planted thus. Reinstatement of the herbaceous cutting border (traditionally supplying flowers to the House), the layout of paths & beds plus the re-establishment ofyYew hedging were all within a researched historical remit.

C: Educational Historical & educational interest are what draw visitors to the Garden. The things I am asked about the most are the Heritage & unusual vegetables, growing with ‘organic principles’ & what problems/ pests & diseases we have encountered - & we have had quite a few! Although we have tried numerous ‘Natural’ control methods from beer-traps to biological control, some crops are lost or severely limited, particularly by slugs & snails. But the public are just as interested in your failures as your successes & no doubt gain more knowledge from these, particularly if you are honest about your findings.

Workshops, such as ‘Seed sowing’ & ‘Seed-saving’ have been very popular as have talks such as ‘the history of the Organic movement’.

‘Growing with organic principles’ The core of this is the ‘best practice’ we can achieve as gardeners, growing food crops without any chemical intervention, using materials & methods which conserve the natural balance found in the soil & garden environment. ‘Crop rotation’ & building up fertility with compost & manures is an essential par. We compost all our green waste, reducing our reliance on outside manures, grow Annual  & Wild flower areas to attract beneficial insects, Use green manures to keep vacant ground covered, coppice & use Hazel & Willow from around the Estate for natural plant supports & have converted the ‘dipping’ pool into a much more wildlife friendly pond.  The garden has large Tank underground which is fed from rainwater off of greenhouse/buildings roof. There have been teething problems, but ‘Natural water harvest’ will become increasingly important.

Heritage Seed collection Part of my job description was to, eventually, create a collection of rare, unusual & Heritage vegetables, creating a new area of the PCP (plant conservation programme) of the NT, which is based at Knightshayes.

Things started happening quickly when a few particular volunteers started bringing knowledge & experience plus on one occasion, their seed collection. The collection has increased with seed from HDRA (we grow certain crops as ‘Seed Guardians’), a couple of European botanic gardens, foreign seed companies & many donations from individual members of the Public.

The growing of these varieties, bulking up seed, building up stocks so that eventually they could be grown on a scale where their merits (or otherwise) could be assessed against modern, conventional varieties. They can also be passed on to other gardens to grow, ensuring their future.

The whole issue of crop-biodiversity, the European approved seed lists & the sale of varieties not on the list is one that creates a lot of interest & comment amongst visitors & groups to whom I give talks.

Unusual crops such as ‘Occa’ (oxalis tuberosa), Mashua (Tropaeolum tuberosum) ‘Achoccha’ (climbing relative of cucumbers) as well as trials of Garlic varieties & Potatoes have also produce lots of visitor interest as well as useful information for sales & the restaurant, who have an information board telling the public which vegetables are being used day-by-day.

Information sheets Put together on a bi-monthly basis giving information on what’s happening in the walled garden & answering the many FAQ’s. These proved very popular & formed the basis of more detailed information sheets & journals put together by the volunteers & displayed in the ‘Shop-Turret’. I have copies of the Info. Sheets with me if anyone wants to look.

Labour In the first year, apart from myself, all the labour was volunteers & students. Initially the work was mainly ‘project based’ (planting soft & wall fruit, establishing new Yew hedging, designing & planting up the Herbaceous border etc) & required ‘teams’ all working together to get each stage completed- Knightshayes has always had connections with foreign Horticultural colleges & the many students who come to The Gardens to gain experience over the last 3 years have made a significant contribution to getting the restoration off the ground! By the second  year we were able to employ a part-time, seasonal helper who’s main job would be the co-ordinating of the harvesting operations, cleaning, weighing, delivery & recording of produce sold. As this has progressed to the supplying of produce to ao, myself & the volunteers got more involved with ‘picking & packing’ to ensure weekly orders were prepared on time.

Volunteers Right from the start we have had a contingent of dedicated volunteers who have come & given their labour & expertise for free; this project, like many others, could not have taken place without them. They come for a multitude of reasons; social, exercise, Experience (people changing career, wanting to come into horticulture) or just a love or passion for gardening. The numbers of volunteers have gone up & down- this is to be expected, but there has been a solid core of people who have stuck with it from the beginning. Some volunteers bring an essential wealth of Knowledge in certain areas of fruit & vegetable growing as well as subjects like Herbal medicine. One particular volunteer donated a collection of seeds which she had gathered from sources all over the world & lovingly maintained in her Allotments & home garden.

And most importantly (after sheer hard work!) they have brought a healthy reserve of ‘common sense’ & support when it has come to planning & decision making on a day-to-day basis.

Kit & equipment Apart from all the traditional hand tools (of which in my opinion the two most important are A: a good quality, comfortable to use garden Fork & B: a similar Dutch Hoe.) the most useful pieces of kit are the compact ‘Kybota’ tractor with a front loader & a trailer. We also have a piece of equipment called a ‘Spading Machine’ which goes on the back of the Kybota & is driven off its rear ‘Power take-off’. This incredible piece of machinery, used in commercial & market-gardening, does pretty much all our digging for us; it works differently to a Rotavator which effectively stirs up the top 8-12 inches of soil whereas the Spading machine digs to different, adjustable depths, avoiding ‘Pans’ & compaction. It also effectively inverts & mixes compost or manure that has been applied onto the soil either as mulch or to ‘weather’.

Another very useful piece of kit has been the Butane gas ‘Flame-thrower’. This is very effective if used when the weather is suitable - either on cold, dry frosty days or warm, dry spring/summer days when there is a good drying breeze.

When used in conditions like this, annual & seedling perennial

plants wilt & collapse almost before your eyes- perfect for cleaning up an area that you don’t want to disturb too much prior to planting or seed sowing.

With much emphasis on the concept of ‘Sustainability’, the usage of any machines which require fossil fuels & create pollution has to be looked at & considered carefully; using only when needed & in an efficient manner to keep fuel consumption to a minimum. Even though some areas are prepared by hand & some cultivated on an almost ‘No dig’ system, the ‘Spader’ does most of the cultivation work & there is no possible way this project could have come as far as it has without it. Without the option of more labour (paid labour - many of our volunteers wouldn’t be physically able or willing to spend long days double digging our huge plots) we have no choice. I do, personally, find it bewildering that the term ‘sustainability’ is used so often within organisations to describe their working practices & yet they refuse to invest in (indeed, cut back on) more manpower but are more than happy to invest in more machinery.

The Crops themselves:

Restaurant:

 At the beginning, I had a number of meetings with the Restaurant manageress & her staff to establish what they required. They were extremely keen to make it work & we accepted there would be ‘teething problems’ as the system they were working with at the time didn’t allow them to experiment or be adventurous with the menu. We established that Salad in all forms could be used; also soft fruit, onions, courgettes & some potatoes. This was a good start & one that we built upon over the next 2 years; this year large orders are going up on a daily basis. 

Despite the fact that the restaurant pays us the same prices as its conventional wholesaler, I think this is the most important ‘shop window’ for the garden, covering not only the commercial sale of veg but educational in terms of being able to eat the produce in well prepared, wholesome meals at the property. There are lots of possible spin-offs; recipe books & leaflets/ ‘Themed’ events- different ways of using squashes, for instance/ food-tasting days & plot to plate events. All giving opportunities to sell produce & give visitors an inspirational, educational experience.

Shop/ Turret sales: Originally our plan was to sell produce via the Garden shop; this we did in the first year with varying degrees of success. The Staff & volunteers in the shop did their best to present & sell the produce but did not have suitable areas within the shop that could be given over to ‘Greengrocery’. That & the sheer logistical nightmare of getting produce regularly up to the shop in quantities they could manage & keeping it looking fresh meant we had to re-think.

We decided to set up our own little shop inside one of the newly restored Turrets, combining it with general & seasonal interpretation. One of our Volunteers with handyman skills helped to fit out the interior with ‘staging’ made partly from re-claimed wood & other materials. This gave us maximum space to display our wares without impeding visitor access.

The turret actually being in the garden, right next to where the public comes in & is greeted by the gate steward means it is in the prime position for sales as well as receiving initial information & interpretation prior to walking round the Garden.

Also over the course of a day, the stock can be checked & topped up- this, though, very much relies on volunteers to regularly check, pick, bag & weigh up to keep produce levels in the turret. The available labour to harvest/pick produce is our limiting factor- there are always other tasks which are more pressing & though we try to run an informal ‘Rota’ system for picking ,things don’t always go to plan.

Outside Sales: the relationship with local Farmer/ Greengrocer/ Entrepreneur, Alistair Strachen began in the winter 2003/04 when during our closed season I had some Leeks & Jerusalem artichokes to sell. Alistair had started selling locally grown, Organic & specialist fruit & veg after Foot & Mouth effectively put him out of farming. He started a Stall in Tiverton Market on Tuesdays & Saturdays & after a brief chance meeting I brought him our surplus. Although this was only a small quantity, it paid for our unusual veg seeds for 2004 which we sourced from within the UK & abroad. After this we made a formal agreement to supply him weekly with whatever we have in season & he pays us an extremely good price. 

He also promotes us & what we are doing by selling the produce as ‘ Knightshayes Veg’, making an essential contact in the town which although is on our doorstep, in many ways it is quite removed from the ‘Property’. I have spoken to many local people who have come up to see the walled garden on the strength of what they have heard & the produce they have bought from Alistair. The final element to this arrangement is that it also fills a small part of our historical remit in that for that short period from the mid 60’s to the early 70’s the garden (as a market garden) supplied vegetables to Tiverton market for sale & once again we are doing that.

There has been pressure to supply other outlets but once again due to our limited labour force, the team & I feel that its best to concentrate on & consolidate our efforts on Alistair, who could take & sell considerably more than we actually supply for him. After all there is nothing worse than entering into an agreement with someone & then letting them down!

All harvested crops are taken to a place we lovingly call ‘the Palace’- a recycled garden shed which once housed the information/interpretation boards on the restoration project before the garden was opened to the public. It is now kitted out with a (recycled) large, double, stainless steel sink with mains water & a number of convenient work surfaces which were made from some leftover ‘kitchen work-top’ offcuts all put in place by the very same Volunteer who built the Turret staging. Here, Fruit & Veg are sorted, washed & weighed using our new electronic scales. These & the mains water for washing all conform to ‘Weights & measures’ legislation & food hygiene regulations.

Once crops are weighed & boxed up to go to their destinations,

The varieties, weights & price are recorded on a standardized Form which is then photo-copied. We keep a copy which is filed & the other copy goes with the produce. Internal sales (ie: the restaurant) are credited directly to the walled garden account whereas cash sales (Turret & Alistair) are banked on a weekly basis by property administrative staff.

We also keep records of yields & sales in notebook form- any percentage of a crop which is not suitable for sale but can be used ie Carrots with carrot root fly which can be used as pet or horse carrots  or damaged onions or potatoes which staff & volunteers are happy to make use of are noted down. This gives an indication of ‘Potential yield’ & keeps records of pest/ disease/ mechanical damage to crops so that hopefully these things can be avoided in future seasons.

