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The Forest Garden - The Concept

Details and design work by Ruth Theobold

The forest garden was originally an annual vegetable garden which was converted into a forest garden gradually between 10-15 years ago. Before the re-design the garden had not had much input in the previous 4 years due to the time constraints of the land owner Rod. Due to this the herbaceous layer had become neglected & taken over in the main by nettles & dwarf comfrey. Projects had been undertaken & then the up keep of these became difficult.

It is important that the re-design takes into account the lack of available man hours to maintain the garden.

Roe deer occasionally venture into the forest garden from the woods in the depths of winter, Rabbits have managed to break through the fencing & now live in the forest garden damaging the apple trees in late winter. The farm chickens (some 30 birds) free range across the farm & forage in the forest garden which can be a problem when establishing plants from seed sown direct, also with young tender plants. The garden is on a gentle slope & soil erosion does not seem to be a problem. Fertility in the garden does not seem to be a problem & is continued with the vast quantities of comfrey & nettles in the garden each year dying back & feeding the soil. Also the many nitrogen fixing native Alders clustered at the south end of the garden. Nettles have been utilised as a crop & picked & dried in the solar kiln for tea.

The Middlewood forest garden has a lot of potential to provide food for the community, wwoofers, for sale in the farm shop, & wild life, also to be an enjoyable space for the community & an educational space & inspirational part of the ‘LAND demonstration site’.

Assessment of the preferences of the landowner was on an informal basis through working at Middlewood & discussion with Rod at each stage of the design process. A formal interview was not undertaken which on reflection would have been beneficial. Priorities indicated were

· To create a good working example of a forest garden

· To produce food for wwoofers & work events

· Reduce the impact of the rabbits damage to the fruit trees

The design approach taken was inspired by the Findhorn garden, Plant Spirit Medicine by Elliot Cowan & the key theme is listening to nature as an intelligent co-designer. This process was initiated in July 2009 when a group led by the designer meditated in the forest garden linking with the nature spirits asking what the land & plants wanted & needed. The group achieved some inspirational results which were the beginnings of the forest garden re-design.(see Appendix 1)

The main method of design employed here was through using intuitive knowledge rather than academic knowledge (but not exclusively) the student’s main extrasensory abilities of clairsentience & passive clairvoyance. This involved spending time in the garden paying attention to feelings, thoughts & impressions. Working with the soil & plants, sleeping in the garden enjoying the garden until ideas came to the fore front, as clear pictures & felt ‘right’, allowing the garden to ‘speak’. Also practicing meditation with the nature spirits & elements, practicing ritual & song privately & in groups. The design took a year to unfold some areas took more time than others (earth care & fair share), by allowing it to ‘be’ & not worry about this allowed it to fit together like a jigsaw rather then allowing preconceived ideas about how it ‘should’ be to cloud the process.

Early development stage – seeing what is there[image: image3.jpg]



Initial observations & ideas:

Sections of the garden particularly in the south end of the garden are too crowded the trees are too close together leading to a dense tree canopy (as can observed by the tree canopy map ) & very shady areas.

The paths were overgrown & many areas of the garden were inaccessible & it was very difficult to know when fruit was ripe & pick.

The nitrogen fixing trees (mainly native Alder) are polarised at the south end of the garden .

The South West area can be subject to strong south westerly winds in the autumn & winter.

It felt like the elements in the garden were out of balance & needed re-balancing, there is a discordant energy (possibly due to the ley lines running through the land), it felt like acknowledgement of all the elements needed to be incorporated into the design.

The Tree layer of the garden was already very established & thriving, also a lot of the shrub layer, the main focus of the re-design has been to open out the garden making it accessible, inspirational, improving the diversity, bee plants, herbaceous perennial layer & ground cover.

 The pathways are based on patterning using the figure of eight a natural pattern utilised by flow form water rejuvenators & is the basis of the violet flame a healing transformational symbol. When applied to the forest garden plans it also created a butterfly shape when linked with the central pathway & foot print of the yurt (previous teaching space), also a symbol of transformation. This coincidence indicated that the design was on the right tracks.

The design based on the interconnecting figure of eight paths gave access to each area of the garden & allowed then to interconnect with each other & flow. Each section of the garden was themed according to the permaculture principles earth care, people care, fair share, with the addition of soul or spirit care. This was in integral part of the design philosophy acknowledging the spirit or soul in nature & everything.

Pest control:

As the garden is surrounded by such an abundance of wildlife inevitably some of the local residents see the forest garden as a valuable source of food (such as rabbits, deer, squirrels & birds). As the main philosophy of the design is working with & respecting the intelligence & sentience of nature & other creatures it was felt that tolerance, accompanied by protecting vulnerable young plants was the best policy. Pollarding of trees above deer browsing height is a precaution taken in the existing forest garden. An exercise in communicating with the rabbits (particularly problematic) was initiated by the designer, the rabbits communicated that they would try to avoid plants we had asked them not to eat but could not guarantee that if they were starving in the depths of winter they would not eat them. It was suggested that plants dedicated to the rabbits were planted, this was done in Oct 2009 & they were eaten, damage was done to the unprotected apple trees though. A focus on protecting the trees & shrubs vulnerable to rabbit damage this winter & planting of rabbit crops will assess whether this is the right way forward. The garden is surrounded by a stock proof fence & it may be possible at some expense to rabbit proof the fence, this decision is left to the land owner. 

Middlewood already takes a biodynamic approach using the astrological calendar to guide planting & maintenance of the garden, to expand on this a Barrel compost pit was created & used as a preparation in the garden, Horn manure & Horn silica were created for use in the garden. In addition there are plans to create closed biodynamic compost heaps. 

Hoogle culture was incorporated into the garden by planting the old archway wooden posts into the ground throughout the garden to continue to decompose & enrich the soil. 
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Forest garden team sharing a meal

Resources:

Labour: Interested members from the Manchester permaculture network, Leeds permaculture network & Lancaster/Middlewood network, volunteer for work days & weekends. This results in between 15 -30 volunteers for each weekend. On a daily basis there is limited time for maintenance of the forest garden.  A series of 4 work weekends were arranged to coincide with cross quarter festivals to implement the design.

Financial: Resources are limited & the alterations to the garden need to consider using existing resources from the farm, wood, compost, plants, bracken & old hay for mulch. The plants for the design will be sourced from other projects & gardens wherever possible to reduce costs.

Knowledge: The designer has an experienced & knowledgeable group of people to receive guidance from. The landowner is Dr Rod Everett an established permaculture teacher with a deep knowledge of the land & permaculture techniques. Rob Squires is a permaculture teacher & facilitator of the Leaf Street Manchester permaculture garden & permaculture network. He is also an events organiser & he has also previously acted as Trustee in PAB. 

Each of the volunteers has an interest in gardening & permaculture to varying degrees & has a wealth of knowledge & experience to listen to.
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Earth care;

In this area the focus was on providing a wildlife sustaining garden with food for birds & bees & other insects. It also had to blend with a plan to build a dance barn & workshop space, thus providing a connecting path with the dance barn & a seating area for workshop participants was important here too. It is a particularly overgrown area & removing old chicken wire fences & over grown degraded plastic mulch necessary before starting to re-create the area. One of the initial designs was based on experience in summer 2009 the spending time beating through the undergrowth to sit amongst the perennial flowers seemed like entering a secret garden. Clearing out the nettles & brambles & creating the new pathway opened this area up a little, by planting an amelanchier to close the garden back up again re-created this secret garden with the entrance through the beech hedge. The amalanchier’s planted here will increase the fruit available to the birds & possibly detract the birds from other soft fruit as will the edible hawthorn, American haw & white beam new additions to the area.

The quince in this area has never fruited well a suggestion from Rod of cutting back & cleft grafting the tree with pear scion makes best use of the tree.

Planting three American Elder (Sambucus candensis) will provide pollinators enabling them to produce flowers (but not fruit) a second late crop of elderflowers for cordial which is a popular seller in the farm shop. The potential to increase this second crop has been left if needed.

 The south east facing sunny hillock  in front of the windmill creates a microclimate suitable to nurture a peach tree on dwarf rootstock planted in front (will not grow too high to interfere with the windmill function).

If funds allow a bee hive based on the Ware design which is based on the natural hive which does not stress the bees, allowing then to be in control of the hive & allowing them to over winter on their own honey. In fact leaving the hive mainly untouched by man provides valuable habitat for bees that are coming under increasing environmental stress from loss of habitat & disease (possibly complicated by the use of antibiotics).  

The current dry pond is currently a health & safety risk especially with young children using the garden. Filling in the pond & creating a central herb bed with plants selected as beneficial for bees would make best safe use of the space. A pond would be a useful wildlife habitat but there are 2 ponds close by to provide this habitat.

As there are few nitrogen fixing trees & shrubs in this area Eleagnus ebbingi & Eleagnus Umbellata have been suggested to support & feed the existing trees & shrubs.

Provision of over wintering habitat for insects is also important here, although there will be important existing habitat through the garden & farm already. Not cutting back flowering stems, tidying the garden too much, providing rock & wood piles, bamboo canes & hollow stems are important for insects to over winter.

People Care;

A focus on creating a beautiful but edible recreation space was the focus here providing space for people to gather in the outdoor class room (a reciprocal frame roofed round house) encouraging courses to be based in the garden, a lawned gathering space for rituals & parties, the fire pit encourages people to use the garden in the evening . Initially a circle of large white stones was visualised as a ritual space on the lawn, but it became apparent that these would hinder the maintenance of the lawn.

The entrance to the garden has been moved to be more accessible from the portakabin class room & the gateway & gate needed replacing. An oak tree from Middlewood was split & carved by volunteers & raised as a gateway. The focus was on creating a beautiful entrance to the garden, planting ground cover pink flowered strawberries & flowering herbs at the entrance. The old compost toilet is sited here also which does not make for a pleasant entrance, it is currently in disrepair & not an inspirational example of alternatives to flush toilets. The design proposes that the old compost toilet is dismantled & a new one sited further along the elder hedge line, still accessible for the portakabin & the new dance barn.  A pleasant well finished toilet to demonstrate the benefits of composting toilets.

In the old entrance way a cornelian cherry is suggested to provide a pollinating pair for the existing cornelian cherry which has not yet fruited. 
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A wide range of edible flowers & flowers for bees have been suggested here, such as  Campanulas, Linarea, Violets, Hellebore, Roses, Fuchsia, Hyssop, Sage, Hibiscus, Snowbell tree & Eleagnus ebbingi.

The dry pond here has been re-poddled using recycled waterproof tarp & natural clay from the site to try & re-create a water tight pond.
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Fairshare;

The focus of this area is fair share of plants & produce, so areas are dedicated to propagation of plants to share with other community projects such as Fruity corners (Lancaster) & Leaf Street (Manchester). As this area was the most congested area in the garden it was necessary to identify trees that could be removed  in order to open out the tree canopy & allow more sunlight into the garden. These are identified on the designs as X’ed out trees. This was discussed with the land owner before deciding jointly which trees would be felled. By coppicing  & or raising the crown of the Ash & Alder’s really opens up this space increasing the range of plants that can be grown in this space. There are however still areas of shade in the south east corner & plants such as Gaultheria shallon, plum yew, choke berry, strawberries, Nepalese rubus & ramsons were chosen to as they are tolerant of the shade.

The raised beds are possible to use for either propagation of plants, perennial veg or annual veg or a combination of all these. The water tank cover can also double up as a propagation bench. The reason annual veg does not feature greatly in the design is due to the lack of regular man hours available for the garden. It is possible to increase this if more human input is available.

In order to utilise the shady areas it has been suggested that these are used as propagation  for mushrooms grown on freshly sawn logs, inoculated with chosen mycelium (such as oyster, shitake or lions mane), stored, then soaked & shocked 1 week before a crop is required. It is also possible to inoculate fresh tree stumps & also inoculate the ground by spraying with fresh mushrooms (in spore) blended with water using desirable mushrooms such as chanterelle or boletus.

Because there is an abundance of nitrogen fixing trees here it has not been necessary to increase these apart from one Eleagnus ebbingi, this was planted last Oct, but did not fare well through winter 2009.

Phi gate to forest garden - a symbol of mother earth[image: image8.jpg]



Soul care;

In this area the focus was to create a beautiful, reflective space particularly with an emphasis on medicinal herbs, space for creativity & connecting with nature.

Medicinal herbs such as Ginko Billoba, Sage, St Johns Wort, Valerian, Passiflora, Fennel, Berrberis, Yarrow, lavender, Chamomile, Heartsease, Hops, Damask rose, Garlic, Lemon balm, Angelica amongst others. 

In summer 2009 Rod received guidance that indicated the hazels in this area would like to be layed into a circle surrounding this section of the garden. The work laying the hazels also some guilder rose & wayfaring service started in Oct 2009.

As identified the south westerly winds affect this area greatly in the Autumn & winter, a suggestion of planting sea buckthorn as a wind tolerant nitrogen fixing wind break in the south west corner is indicated on the design. The sea buckthorn also provides fruit from august to December & a valuable source of vitamin c.

Examples of companion planting are combining serpent garlic & alliums amongst the damask roses to enhance the disease protection of the roses. Also planting chives next to the struggling Egremont Russet apples will provide some disease protection the wild indigo planted near is a nitrogen fixing plant making nitrogen available neighbouring plants. The Gorse is also a nitrogen fixer for the Egremont Russet apples & other neighbouring plants. It also has edible flowers which are beneficial in cases of depression.

Ideally more than one Ginko Billoba a mix of male & female would produce nuts in the right conditions. But due to the overall lack of space for large trees in the forest garden it was necessary to limit to one Ginko, the leaves are useful made into a tea or tincture to improve cognitive function & memory.
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Plants for bees & butterflies :

Mahonia (early pollen)

Helbore

Gaultheria procumbens

Clover

Thyme

Evening primrose

Sedum

Buddlia

Borage

Asparagus

Linaria

Cardoon

Hyssop

Jacobs ladder

Devils bit Scabious (late nectar)

Michaelmas daisy (late nectar)

Dynamic accumulators 

Liquorice

Mallow

Evening primrose

Borage

Sorrel

Comfrey

Dandelion

Suggested varieties of new Trees shrubs & herbaceous perennials:

Earth care:

White beam ‘John Little’

American Elder Sambucus candensis

Peach Avalon pride or Redwing

American Haw

Amalanchier Ballerina

Eleagnus Unbellata

People care:

Passionflower Passiflora Caerolea ‘Constance elliot’

Almond Macrocapa

Hardy Fucshia Globosa & Vielebache

Snowbell tree

Sweet potato kumera

Fair share:

Bamboo Phyllostachys edulis

Galtheria Shallon

Fucshia Magellanica Gracillis

Skirrett

Ceanothus

Szechuan Pepper zanthoxylum schinifolium

Autumn raspberries All gold

Raspberries Glen Ample

Strawberries Fragaria nubicola & Symphony

Dwarf pear Bristol cross or Onward

Pear Gorham or Williams don Chretien

Grape vine Bacchus rembrant

Rubus nepalensis

Rubus Tricolor

Soul Care:

Witch Hazel Hammanelis Virginiana

Ginko Billoba Ohasuki

Passion flower Passiflora Caerulea ‘Constance elliot’

Sambucus Nigra

Hop Northdown

Sea Buckthorn one of each of ‘Frugana’ (f), ‘Hergo’ (f), ‘Leikora (f), ‘Polmix (m) & ‘Orange energy’ (f).

Possible yields from the garden 

Food

Salad leaves:

Beech leaves, Lime leaves, salad burnett, Sweet cicely, Strawberry leaves, Columbine leaves, Violet oderata leaves, Sorrel, Jack by the hedge, Ramsons, Chives, Mint.

Edible flowers:

Roses, Violets, Heartsease, Columbine, Hibiscus, Snowbell, Borage, Lavender, Campanula, Hawthorn.

Fruits:

Apples, Pears, Plums, Damsons, Gages, Peaches, Sea buckthorn, Hawthorns, Whitebeam, June  berries, Red currants, Raspberries, Sunberries, Tayberries, Logonberries, Rhubarb, Strawberries, Eleagnus ebbingi berries (may), Autumn olive Lingonberries, Cherries, Plum yew, Gooseberries, Quinces (chinomoles), Fuschia berries, Guilder rose berries, Cornus kousa, Cornelian cherries, Shallon berries (like blueberries), Choke berries, Buffalo berries, Rubus fruit, Grapes, Passion fruits,

Nuts: 

Hazels, Beech nuts, Acorns

Cooked greens:

Monks rhubarb, Good king henry, Jack by the hedge, Sorrel, Hosta spears, Lady’s mantle, Pulmonaria, Cardoons, Bamboo shoots

Spices:

Szechaun pepper, Juniper, Garlic, Cummin & Ramsons

Mint, Peppermint, Fennel, Sweet cicily, Rosemary, Sage, Thyme, Lemon balm, 

Medicinal herbs:

Yarrow, Ginko Billoba, Hops, Angelica, Sage, Thyme, Fennel, Peppermint, Rosemary, Lemon balm, St Johns wort, Heartsease, Red clover, Hyssop, Gorse, Solomons seal, Liquorice

Roots & tubers:

Sweet potatoes, Ocha (dec), Skirret, Jeruselem artichokes

Others:

Dyers weld (yields green dye), Saponaria (soap substitute), Ceanothus (soap substitute)

Possible yields to sell:

· Late crop American elder cordial

· Hedgerow jelly, Rowan jelly, Crab apple jelly, Red currant jelly, White beam jelly, Sea buckthorn jam, Autumn olive jam, Rose hip syrup, Elderberry syrup, combination fruit jams such as Fuschia & Black currant or Fuschia & Plum.

· Herb oils e.g Rosemary, Chives, Garlic, Sage etc

· Dried herb teas e.g Chamomile, Lemon balm, Thyme & Sage (for colds),

· Plant sales

· Baskets & willow for basketry & propagation

· Flower & tree essences

· Herbal tinctures & ointments (possibly using Middlewood bees wax?) e.g Berrberis, Hop, Passiflora, Angelica, Chamomile, Valerian, Yarrow, Lemon balm, St Johns wort

· Lavender sugar, Rose sugar

· Lavender water, Rose water

· Dried fruit e.g Pears, Apples, Apricots

· Spice mills e.g Szechuan pepper or combinations e.g Szchuan pepper, Juniper, Cummin & Shallon

· Wine e.g Beech leaf, Oak leaf, fruit, Medlar, Birch sap,

· Cider or apple juice  

Future management.

The work weekends have been very popular & volunteers are keen to continue with these. One suggestion is having regular work days for Lancaster volunteers every month & every 3 months a work weekend for volunteers from further a field.

Events like the Orchard day encourage local people to become involved with the forest garden & a continuation of these types of events would be beneficial.

Reconnecting the existing water pipes & taps with a water supply tank is priority, for watering young plants & for health & safety (washing hands after using the compost toilet). A temporary alternative would be rain water collection by the compost toilet.

A design for the reciprocal frame roofed class room is needed before it can be built.

Maintenance of the beds should be through using mulch & keeping the fertility in garden by utilising all ‘weeds’ as mulch (excepting perennial weed roots).

"It is in exchanging the gifts of the earth that you shall find abundance and be satisfied. Yet unless the exchange be in love and kindly justice, it will but lead some to greed and others to hunger." 

Kahil Gibran, The Prophet.

