How to keep gardening in a Kitchen Garden

This paper covers experiences to date at Tyntesfield.  This ambitious project is of an ‘unknown quantity’, it being the first time the National Trust has entered into such a ‘learning-centred’ approach to the conservation and presentation of a property.  In the future this format may well be used for, in particular, public funding (particularly the Heritage Lottery Fund (HLF)), for other projects on this scale.  It has certainly been the subject of much debate both within and without the National Trust.

For the past 2 ½ years I have been employed as Head Gardener for the National Trust at Tyntesfield, Somerset.   This post entails responsibility for the garden areas and for the wider estate – farming/woodland operations.  During this time I have become increasingly involved in HLF related work, namely to help secure a £20 million bid to provide an endowment for the property and to underpin public outreach and access programmes planned to be based at the property. For the first two years I combined these different duties.  Since July 2005 I have been seconded fulltime to the HLF bid, to write the Landscape Plan for Tyntesfield.  My operational position has been back-filled for the duration.

To begin to understand the unusual situation of the kitchen garden at Tyntesfield I will summarise the story of the acquisition of the property.

Tyntesfield lies about 6 miles to the west of Bristol.  It was home to a branch of the Gibbs family.  William Gibbs purchased the property in 1843 and he and three subsequent generations of the family went on to develop one of the great Victorian estates of Britain, reflecting the High Church sensibilities of the family in its Gothic Revival form and a passion for new enterprise and expansion reflected in the modern estate technology.

His great-grandson, Richard, died in 2001 without issue and the estate was put up for sale.  The National Trust responded to public expectation and embarked upon an extensive fund raising campaign to ‘SAVE’ the main part of the estate – the house, the ancillary buildings and the majority of the contents set in about 536 acres of park, woodland, farmland and gardens.  Over £8 million was gained by public donation, matching an unprecedented grant of over £17 million from the National Heritage Memorial Fund (NHMF) (parent of the HLF).  The money from the NHMF also came with the condition that public access would be permitted from the earliest opportunity.  The public began to visit within 10 weeks of purchase in October 2002 on pre-booked coach and bus tours to see the house and gardens and were guided by staff and volunteers.  They were welcomed within the very limited circumstances of the property.  It was a romantic but slightly mad time.

In order to care for the property in perpetuity, to provide for the expected staff and visitor infrastructure, the National Trust needs more to create an endowment, hence the HLF application.  The intention is to involve people, particularly those ‘who have experienced disadvantage’ in the care and running of the property in the future, encouraging training at all levels.  This is known as the ‘Tyntesfield Vision’. Ideally, Tyntesfield will be a resource to encourage education and training at all levels.  The HLF bid is, therefore, people-focused and additional grant aid and fund raising will be needed in order to pay for many of the practical conservation/restoration works, which will be needed at the property over the coming years.

This vision is already being trailed.  At the one end we have a few higher degree students or professionals who have been able to undertake detailed and valuable work, both for the National Trust and for themselves (most recently a young American landscape architect, Christina Selvek, has been working on the rock garden at Tyntesfield, her study enabled by the Royal Oak, the US support and fund-raising arm of the National Trust).  At the other ‘taster sessions’ where groups of young people from different backgrounds (school children, young offenders, people with physical disability or mental health issues) have come in a day at a time, either independently or in groups to help clear, sort and work within the different property departments.

While all of this has been going on, Tyntesfield has also been operating as an open National Trust property.  We have now welcomed over 100,000 visitors since opening.  In late August 2005 the pre-booked tours all but ended as the property moved to ‘free flow’ with the provision of a temporary car park and visitor services.  We are open until the end of this month and reopen next Spring.

The Kitchen Garden

The Kitchen Garden at Tyntesfield lies to the south east of the house.  It covers approximately 2 acres and is a small but highly ornamental example of its type.  The present garden was established by William Gibbs but it was his son, Antony, who commissioned the beautiful late nineteenth century overlay, which we see today.  By 1897 Antony had set out the Jubilee Gardens on top of his father’s old glass and frame yard.  Timber houses, supplied by Skinner, Board & Co. and Ormson of the King’s Road, where replaced by the cutting edge, soft galvanised steel houses supplied by Walter McFarlane & Co., which remain in use today.  These were display houses, to be enjoyed by the family together with a new floral lobby, the Lady Garden and an ornamental cut flower garden, which concluded in an Orangery.  This work is attributed to the architect Walter Cave.  The McFarlane houses were supplemented in their work by a substantial E-shaped house, which lay to the east of the Orangery, together with its own working buildings.  This house, erected by William, survived until c. 1920.

Nearly all of the areas of the Kitchen Garden have remained in use, without a break, since their inception.  This ‘use’ is of great importance.  One of the most important themes which have emerged from the Landscape Plan is Tyntesfield’s highly unusual status in that the different areas of the landscape have retained their original use for over 150 years.  In the Kitchen Garden the continuity of process and the practice of craft horticulture have been recognised as being ‘highly significant’.

My priorities

My priorities have been to put the landscape, including the Kitchen Garden, on a firm footing for the future – in a practical everyday sense.   This is what attracted me to the post.

On arrival on 1st April 2003 (an auspicious day to start a job if ever there was one), I found the gardens, particularly the Kitchen Garden run down, under equipped, under staffed etc.  More importantly there were significant hazards – the electrics, the chemicals , the work practices (we retained two estate gardeners, who had been classified as domestic servants, which effectively placed them outside of the Health and Safety at Work Act, this, perhaps, encouraging some interesting traditions!).

The first six months were exciting and demanding in equal measure – getting staff on board, recruiting volunteers, disposing of chemicals, improving hard wiring, re-equipping, beginning to establish National Trust standards.  The Kitchen Garden slowly but surely came back to life.

Today we have cleaned (and continue to clean) all of the glass, we raise all of our bedding, vegetables etc. and create displays inside the houses and garden areas.  We have reconditioned the soil both in the vegetable garden, in the two quarters which are in full production, and inside of the houses.  We have improved irrigation and maintain a ‘green’ pest control operation – particularly under glass where there was red spider infestation.  The wall fruit – oblique cordons – are also being replanted around the interior walls of the vegetable garden.  Behind the scenes, a composting area has been established (and registered), a deliveries area has also been established, the work rooms cleaned and organised in an efficient manner and the produce from the gardens is collected, washed and displayed for visitors to buy (this income going back into the gardens in the form of new pots and planters etc.)

This work has been achieved by an Assistant Head Gardener and one gardener, supported by a committed band of ‘traditional’ volunteers, many of whom hold RHS certificates.  These, mainly retired people, turn up in all weathers throughout the year and demonstrate discipline, professionalism and commitment in their work.  We have also been spoilt by the impute of our Parks and Gardens Advisor, Bill Malecki; the man to have about if you are ever in a tight spot! 

The public enjoy these gardens as a daily spectacle and get to see behind the scenes on special tours and walks.  A garden guide has also been published, which describes and briefly explains the running of the Kitchen Garden.

However, still a huge amount to do

We still need:

· Compliant mess and wash facilities for staff and regular volunteers


Improved storage/dry storage

· Repairs to the glasshouses and English Lights

· Reintroduction of heating to the glass

· Repair of the water system – which has collapsed.  The garden operates on a hard and soft water system.

· The reinstatement of presently un-used garden areas, such as the Soft Fruit Ground

· The reinstatement of the Garden Yard for machine shops and secure storage of fuel and chemicals

· The eventual rebuild of the Orchard House, a very rare Thomas River’s glasshouse, and the E-house as a specialist teaching space/nursery

Issues in the Kitchen Garden – why gardening may be disrupted

It is fair to say that the importance of the Kitchen Garden was not initially recognised.  Indeed, members of the National Trust’s Garden Panel did not know it existed until they visited two years ago.

Possibly because of this, the potential impact of the two development streams of Tyntesfield on the Kitchen Garden (as HLF resource and as open National Trust property) are only now beginning to become apparent.

For example, it has been proposed that Tyntesfield will:

· Welcome around 150,000 visitors a year (with 100,000 forecast for 2006).  This is linked to proposals to formalise car parking and visitor facilities on site, one site lying immediately to the east of the Kitchen Garden within the historic park.

· Become a focus for access and outreach work, with a big focus on the outdoor/garden areas.  Prospective partners in the Bristol area have been consulted/attracted on involvement in countryside work and gardening, which are seen as a relatively soft entry to conservation.  Specialist provision may also be promoted in the form of horticultural therapy. 

This situation is not malign, it is the reality of playing for such high stakes, of the timing and conditions of various grants, budget decisions and of making decisions – it is life!  However, right now as author of the Landscape Plan, I have to see many of these aspirations as potential threats to the fabric and spirit of the Kitchen Garden.

How do we deal with this?

One – Conservation Management Plan/Landscape Plan

Tyntesfield, as an historic landscape complete with historic buildings, is offered protection in law.  This status is supported by various planning designations, which aim to preserve green space and the countryside, for many different reasons, in the face of development.  This legislative framework together with conservation practice, which determines significance and value of different aspects and elements of Tyntesfield, is drawn together in the Landscape Plan.  This provides the teeth, through factual observation and informed debate.  The Landscape Plan will inform the Conservation Management Plan (CMP) for Tyntesfield, which is to be delivered to the National Trust before Christmas.

The CMP for Tyntesfield is a bit of guinea pig for both the HLF and National Trust.  Five separate plans, the Landscape Plan being one, will inform the CMP. Elsewhere three people plans, concerning access, interpretation and training will constitute a plan for Public Engagement and Benefit.  These two big plans will go, with a Business Plan, to form the first Property Management Plan for Tyntesfield. We have been doing a lot of planning!  More importantly, each of the independent plans has been supported in its writing by a Steering Group, composed of senior National Trust staff and senior representatives drawn from bodies (in the case of Landscape) such as English Heritage, the Garden History Society and North Somerset Council.  The present HLF monitor for the CMP is also someone highly experienced in the historic environment.  In terms of landscape, the National Trust has been offered the best advice.

I think it is fair to say that the Landscape Plan has also benefited from being written by the first National Trust Head Gardener, on site with personal experience.  My work has also been greatly helped by the many eminent garden historians and gardeners who have visited Tyntesfield over the past few years.  Many of these people have been involved in high profile restorations, or in the successful running of Kitchen Gardens; they are worth listening too and I have listened.

Two – Educate your opposition

In my experience all people who work with gardens want to champion horticulture and to promote its benefits on all levels.  This is not only commendable but crucial if craft horticulture, in particular, is going to survive as a viable career option.

However, it would still seem that many others, particularly those holding the purse strings, do not necessarily share this outlook, preferring instead a uniformed ‘can-do’ approach to all things horticultural and an obsession only with fiscal remuneration.  This is horribly familiar to many of us, namely:

· A reluctance or inability to recognise horticulture as either a profession or a craft, but as more of a hobby

· Ditto an apparent failure to recognise the time impute required to work at a professional level (glasshouse work, proper digging etc.)

· There is also an apparent reluctance to acknowledge that teacher training is not generally part of a horticultural qualification course

When I first pointed out that the Kitchen Garden at Tyntesfield is small and relatively fragile, that it may not be able to carry the projected visitor numbers without incurring damage, that the glasshouses are unsuitable to be used as teaching spaces (particularly for those with special needs), that the staff need to retain private work space for security and productivity, I was considered unhelpful.  However, when I have taken people to the Potting Shed and squeezed them in, to show just how small it is, or have talked through – or demonstrated – how long it takes to tie-in, dead head and stake dahlias, to tie-in vines or to prune top fruit; or indeed the benefits to your work (and sometimes sanity) of managing two or three volunteers rather than a group of 10 plus, you can see the penny beginning to drop.

This is not negative, it is realistic and honest.  I want a functioning, efficient Kitchen Garden with happy and committed staff and volunteers and to be able to provide good and useful experiences for trainees.  On training, I am all for it – of course, but I hold up my hand as admit to being a traditionalist.  I believe that training needs to be long term; the commitment and discipline required of a course such as the National Trust careership is ultimately a better investment for the individual and for the continued care and productivity of all gardens.

Three – KEEP GARDENING

Obvious, but amazingly effective when dealing with threats to your garden.  An empty glasshouse or vegetable garden is exactly that …. A blank canvas on to which well meaning but possibly unrealistic schemes will be projected.  The Kitchen Garden is now planted, vibrant, the working spaces busy with potting and compost, the new tools hung, the old office a scruffy but much appreciated mess space.  It is hard to plan to move things, or to change the use of a critical building when they are full of bedding plants and busy people going professionally about their business.  It is also harder when this work and energy is celebrated by visitors and attracts considerable amounts of press attention.  Fortunately the seasons demand revision and progress in ways far more effective than any paper planning.  The Kitchen Garden is fast becoming one of the highlights of any visit to Tyntesfield.

Sweet Victories?

Two years ago the soul of the Kitchen Garden was under threat.  There were many different proposals to share the spaces, to interpret the area in many different ways.  Of these, some would have undoubtedly impacted on the actual integrity of the area – the ability for it to actually continue to function as a Kitchen Garden.
Through the course of planning, we appear to have reached consensus on the following:

· Workrooms will stay primarily as staff spaces, with limited public access (bamboos across doorways, added-value behind the scenes events).  The office may be restored to its former grandeur, offering an additional ‘office’ space for the staff to be shared with visitors who wish to read or relax.

· Plans for improved staff facilities – mess, wash, storage etc. – are a priority in the Landscape Plan

· Recognition that the glasshouses are unsuitable to be used as formal teaching spaces – too narrow, too hot, too bright, too old!  This raises the probability of new houses/teaching space being created elsewhere to compliment the work of the gardens.  This should be seen as a good thing, not only could such facilities be custom built , but would create an additional centre of interest at Tyntesfield.

· Use of the National Trust Conservation for Access in the gardens at Tyntesfield, which may result in timed tickets being used in the Kitchen Garden to control visitor numbers.  This will not only help protect the fragile buildings, surfaces and plants but also create a more enjoyable visit through less crowding. 

And growing support and understanding on:

· The recognition of the historical and social importance of the Kitchen Garden and of its vulnerability

· Concerns about associated development proposals

· A recognition that the existing staff compliment cannot be presumed to take on additional and specialist training roles – the post of a Horticultural Therapist has now been recommended

· A recognition that the existing staff compliment is possibly too small to maintain the gardens to the expected standard, with increased interpretation and access and outreach duties

· A gradual recognition that staff do need time to garden!

I titled this section as ‘Sweet Victories?’  It has not been easy, nor particularly enjoyable – at times – to have reached the present position.  We are only here on account of the collaboration of many people.  I feel that the experiences at Tyntesfield have demonstrated once again how easily overlooked Kitchen Gardens can be, as historic documents and as real resources, which can contribute greatly to many contemporary debates concerning food and nutrition and the continuation of craft horticulture.  Kitchen Gardens are so often entrancing, but the gritty resourcing required and limitations of any given space can so easily be underappreciated.

What we can do at Tyntesfield is create a beautiful and productive space – first and foremost, with highly skilled and committed staff who are recognised as professional people.  This is what will inspire others – those who come to train at Tyntesfield or those who visit.  The discipline, contentiousness and observation imbued in good gardeners will transfer to other people – but not overnight.  I am not prepared to hide the graft, nor to compromise standards – what benefit would that serve?  I would hope that we can establish the take up of one or two higher level trainees (careerships or similar) every few years.  I would also hope to work closely with the Horticultural Therapist and other access workers to compliment the main garden work with their own.  The Gibbs would have expected the highest standards from their gardeners and we will aim to continue this, both for ourselves, our visitors, our volunteers and to inspire trainees and other future beneficiaries.

