A Forest Garden at the Quadrangle. Vision statement                 August 2011

The setting

The Quadrangle is situated between the villages of Shoreham and Otford, in an idyllic setting in the Darent Valley next to the river and close to water meadows with the scarp slopes of the downs rising to east and west. It was built in 1870 as a model dairy farm by Henry Bingham Mildmay owner of a large estate of several tenanted farms  centred around Shoreham. Mildmay was a City man, a partner in Baring Brothers, but was also closely in involved in running his estate. This was the period of ‘High Farming’, new breeds, new crops, and newly invented machinery brought many wealthy landowners into the farming scene. The Quadrangle was Mildmay’s farm, a splendid Victorian demonstration of a purpose built farmstead for his prize herd of Jerseys and Guernseys.

The Quadrangle Trust

In 1970 the farm was broken up and sold in lots. The buildings have been lovingly restored and converted into new uses while conserving their simple, strong, agricultural character. In 2007 part of the Quadrangle complex of buildings and about 4 acres were made into a Trust, (www.thequadrangletrust.com) a non-profit making enterprise with the aim of developing as a centre for sustainable living and the creative arts. Over the last 4 years the Quadrangle Trust has been building relationships with, among others, West Kent Housing Association, Transition Town Sevenoaks, the Permaculture Association, George Eliot Primary School, London, Shoreham Village School and the Refugee Council. People have come to have time in the countryside and feel close to nature, to run and participate in educational and drama workshops, yoga, meditation and gardening. 

A Forest Garden

A pasture field of 2.2 acres, previously grazed by horses, has been unused for some years. Over the last year the concept of a forest garden has been taking shape. The Trustees feel this fits perfectly with the aims of the Trust, the character of the Quadrangle and its original purpose. Our aim is to involve our partners in every stage, planting, maintaining, harvesting and distributing the produce. We hope to create a forest garden that is a haven for wildlife, a place that is inspiring and beautiful and a resource for the teaching of permaculture.

Forest gardens are 3 dimensional gardens similar in structure to young natural woodlands, with a canopy layer, a shrub layer and an herb layer. In many parts of the world, tropical Asia, Africa and China these sorts of multi-layered gardens are commonplace. In North America and Europe they are relatively new. One of the pioneers of temperate forest gardening was Robert Hart who planted a forest garden at Wenlock Edge in Shropshire in the 1980s. This was a new way of imagining agricultural systems. It was not only productive but he created an extraordinary space full of colour, texture, scents and wildlife. Many more have been planted since then building on his experiences and have demonstrated the benefits in terms of productivity, energy efficiency and biodiversity. 

All the plants within a forest garden are useful or productive and fertility is maintained largely or wholly by the plants themselves. Each forest garden is different as each one is a response to the particular site conditions and the aims of the planters and gardeners. By way of an example, one might choose to have a canopy layer of alder, apples, plums and quinces, a shrub layer of sea buckthorn, elder, autumn olive, redcurrants and raspberries and a ground layer of comfrey, wild strawberries, mint, Good King Henry and lemon balm. This example of a community of plants includes nitrogen fixing plants, mineral accumulators , plants that are aromatic (anti-bacterial and anti-fungal) and plants that attract bees and other beneficial insects.

We are challenged to transform everything we do, including food production, in such a way that at the end of the day we have locked more carbon into the ground than we have emitted. Forest gardening is a demonstration of how to move towards a system that is diverse, robust and perennial, based on building up a soil that is able to draw up its own nutrients and lock up carbon.

Brief for the Quadrangle Trust Forest Garden

· put the former pasture field to productive use using permaculture principles

· enhance and create wildlife habitats

· create a place of beauty

· involve ‘partners in practice’

· develop the forest garden as a teaching resource

· include spaces for occasional camping for those involved in the forest garden

· include the space for a large semi-permanent yurt or tipi

· include spaces for car parking for a maximum of  20 cars

· include composting, compost toilets, rainwater harvesting

· include a propagation/nursery area

· include a lockable tool store

Programme

Summer 2011:

Complete master plan

Compile 5 year budget

Apply to funding bodies

Organize partners and volunteers for planting

Autumn/winter 2011-2012:

November 2011 – planting of canopy trees

Jan to March 2012  – planting of shrub layer

Spring 2012

Development of nursery garden

Setting up cold frames for seeds and propagation

2012 – 2015

Planting of ground layer

Continue planting trees and shrubs as necessary

