
My Garden

Summary: An overall design for my garden, linking disparate areas into a larger 
network of beneficial relationships; making use of various patches of a shared garden 

for herbs, salads, forest garden, fruit, vegetables, chickens and bees. Through my 
garden I had the opportunity to learn many new skills: Constructing a Warré hive; 

making wine, cider and chutney; pruning apple trees; constructing a relational 
database. I also made mistakes from which I can learn to produce a more productive 

garden in the future.
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Introduction
In the autumn of 2009 I moved away from my woodland tent to live with my partner in one of a terrace of four 
former farm workers cottages. All the garden space was shared with the neighbours but there were various patches 
of it I was able to make use of. The design for my garden was incremental and sporadic and I did not use a 
specific design framework.

Observations
Site Survey (map next page)

Site

The cottages sit in a hollow on the south facing slope of the valley in which Linlithgow lies. I began by surveying 
the whole area, though I would only be able to use parts of it. The field containing the polytunnel was overgrown 
and not currently used, though the farmer had previously grown vegetables and herbs on it. The large garden 
('back garden') next to the field is shared by the 4 cottages, largely lawn with a vegetable plot marked off by one 
of the neighbours, and a disused chicken pen belonging to another. The small garden ('front garden') to the front 
of the house is shared with one other neighbours and consists of lawn, overgrown flowerbeds and fruit trees.

Micro-climate

The whole house and garden lies in a hollow forming a frost pocket (photo below). The small garden to the front 
of the house is very sheltered by the house and a high hedge and the section of the garden near the house gets 
frosted far less frequently. By the front door there is a covered area providing a very sheltered space which has 
never in my experience been frosted. This space is shady until the afternoon and evening but can become very 
warm when the sun hits it. There are sunny south and west facing walls in the front garden and a south facing 
wall by the kitchen door on the east side of the house. A shade map of the garden is on p54.

Photo: The house lies in a hollow, both water and cold air collect here

Structures

There is an unused greenhouse and broken chicken pen. The butchery is used by the farmer and the shed shared 
by all neighbours.
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Flora & fauna

The plants common throughout the site include: dock, thistle, couch grass, creeping buttercup, nettles, rosby 
willow herb, clover, dandelion, common hogweed. Animals observed include badgers, foxes, moles, small rodents, 
there are a large number of moles in the back garden. The apple trees and currant bushes are owned by the farmer 
but neglected and not harvested.

Soil & Water

According to the farmer the surrounding farm land is managed as 'low impact': it is not organic but the use of 
chemicals is minimised. As the garden lies in a hollow, water runs off the surrounding fields into it; the garden 
floods quickly in heavy rain but also drains quickly and does not become boggy. The map p55 shows roughly 
which areas are most frequently flooded. Flooding starts at the drain to the shed, so this area is most frequently 
flooded but the water never reaches as far as the chicken pen. The soil is loam and silt loam, seems fertile with 
plenty earthworms (hence the moles); the soil washed off the surrounding slopes has probably improved the 
fertility.  Parts of the garden have previously been ploughed; this is visible on google maps, and the level of the 
soil is visibly lower here. Some areas are also slightly compacted: both of these are indicated on the map.

Testing soil samples from the garden

Soil sample composition:

Location % Silt % Sand % Clay Soil Type pH

Front Garden 62 27 11 Silt Loam 6.5

Polytunnel 50 28 22 Loam/Silt Loam 6.5

Chicken pen 42 43 15 Loam 6.5

Local Climate

-70m above sea level
-800-1000mm annual rainfall 
-100-130 days of ground frost
-Growing season 240 days
-Average January temperature of 3-5oC and average July temperature of 14-16oC
-Average wind speed 10-14 knots 
-Prevailing winds W to SW, occasionally a cold E to NE wind, this occurs more often in the spring
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Analysis & Design
The areas of the garden I felt I could potentially use were: the areas outside the front and back door; the neglected 
flower bed and area under the apple trees in the front garden; the greenhouse, and the old chicken pen and area 
surrounding it. 

Opportunities Limitations

Different spaces I can make use of in different ways
Various warm sheltered micro-climates
Greenhouse
Polytunnel
Old chicken pen
Fruit trees and bushes
Plenty wildlife habitat
Manure and mulch from farm
Lots of wildlife habitat & bee forage
Fertile soil

Frost pocket
Flooding
Whole garden shared
Non-permaculture neighbours
Some compacted soil
Many slugs
Limited money
Rainwater collection limited due to cast iron 
drainpipes
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What do I want from my garden?

I considered what I wanted from the garden and how I might meet this with the spaces I had. In the mind map 
below I also started to explore how the systems would link up and how I could turn waste products into inputs:

These wants are some the functions of my garden design:

Learning -I want to experiment and learn with my garden, trying out my design skills, growing new things, 
keeping animals.

Fun -I want to enjoy my garden; learning is a big part of this; I want to make it a pleasant place to be.

Food -I want to produce food for myself and others as part of becoming more self sufficient and using local 
resources.

Benefit wildlife-I want to attract wildlife, for its own sake, to make the garden a pleasant place to be and for its 
beneficial effects.

Use waste -I want to use waste, cycle energy and use less resources. Especially waste from my own house and 
from my landlord's farm.

Varied maintenance levels -I can invest energy in some intensive systems but will also need less intensive areas 
and would like to experiment with both.

Keeping neighbours happy -The neighbours are conventional, tidy gardeners and farmers and I want to 
maintain a good relationship with them.

The main systems I decided upon were:

Forest garden and herb bed

Bees

Chickens 

Containers of herbs and salad

Intensive and tender vegetables in the greenhouse
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Polytunnel (the farmer indicated he might be interested in me taking this on)

Fruit (by offering to maintain and harvest the farmer's neglected fruit)

Zones & placement

I considered how the zones applied to my situation; I do not keep strictly to the traditional definitions but adapt 
them to my own situation. This exercise helped me think about placement but also overlapped with a lifestyle 
design where I considered where my food comes from, how I exercise, how much contact I have with nature, etc. 
See the map on the following page.

Zone 1: Intensive salad and frequently used herbs are in containers by the front and back door. Plants which are 
not fully hardy are moved indoors or to the front door where they are sheltered from frost. The back door is on 
the east side of the house so herbs left here would be particularly vulnerable to frost damage on clear winter 
mornings. Intensive vegetables (e.g. tomatoes, chillies) are grown in the greenhouse, I find it a pleasant place to 
be so am motivated to visit it frequently. Bean sprouts are sprouted on the kitchen window-sill.

Zone 2: Chickens and lower maintenance vegetables (see chicken design p82), located where the old chicken pen 
is, this is in sight of the kitchen window and daily feeding of the chickens ensures the vegetables get plenty of 
attention. Compost bins are placed as close to the kitchen door as possible while being in contact with the soil

Zone 3: Mini forest garden under the already existing fruit trees. Herb bed in a sunny spot, where warmth loving 
herbs can be placed against the wall. Currently neglected fruit trees and bushes maintained for the farmer, 
splitting the harvest. Other main food sources e.g. local box scheme.

Zone 4: Bee hives, placed out of the way of the neighbours and near good bee forage areas, with fruit trees that 
need pollinating. Nearby (human) forage areas and running routes. Wild areas of the garden from which I cut 
green manure.

Zone 5: Created wildlife areas i.e. bird feeders, hedgehog and insect habitat, pond? Existing wild areas in the 
garden, wild areas to visit near by and a few miles away.
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Linking

I have tried to build up a network of beneficial relationships, below are shown some of the links between systems 
in my home and garden; to show them all is not possible in one diagram.
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Design & Implementation
I have completed a detailed write up for my design for the chickens and annual vegetable beds, below are 
summarised the design and implementation for other aspects of my garden.

Forest Garden & herbs

The beds in the front garden were mainly occupied by nettles, thistles, dock and couch grass. Under the apple 
trees there was also plenty ground elder. The soil is high in organic matter and, under the apple trees particularly, 
remains moist even in prolonged dry periods, but does not become waterlogged in heavy rain. The garden on this 
side of the house does not flood. 

I included plants that were edible, ornamental and attractive to wildlife. I also included nitrogen fixers and other 
dynamic accumulators. In the herb bed warmth loving plants were planted by the wall. I piled woody waste and 
tree pruning at the edges of the plot as wildlife habitat and created a mini pond in a basin. I hoped to attract 
hedgehogs to help with slug control (frogs were unlikely as we have 3 cats). I considered making use of grey water 
from the house, e.g. used bath water, in the forest garden, this would have been relatively easy as the level of the 
front garden is lower than the house, however I have never had to water it.

As I neglected the forest garden at times it tended to become swamped with couch grass and ground elder, 
making it difficult for my young plants to become established. I also avoided planting vigorous things like 
common mint and comfrey as I thought of the space as very small, it became clear I had underestimated what 
could fit in the space. In the following year I planted mint and rhubarb and recently have finally got the hang of 
maintenance little and often keeping the vigorous weeds in check. 

Herb garden plants in this photo: angelica, soapwort, st John's wort, yarrow, honey-berry, calendula
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Forest garden

Hops climbing an apple tree, day-lily in background          Welsh onion and garlic, land cress in the background
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Greenhouse

In the greenhouse shared with my neighbour I made use of the microclimate to grow plants I particularly like 
and which would be difficult to grow otherwise. I used composted horse manure from the farm to mix up a 
fertile compost which I used in containers made from old buckets and wine boxes. I stacked by growing plants on 
shelves and hanging baskets, growing basil and nasturtium with tomatoes and peppers and beans and squash with 
corn. I fed plants with a nettle, comfrey and horse's tail liquid feed. Rain water was collected from the roof.

Tomatoes squash, cucumber, french beans, basil, nasturtiums growing in old buckets and wine boxes
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Plant database

Having never grown anything except annual vegetables before, I was struggling to keep track of which plants I 
had, what they could be used for, how I could propagate new plants and what maintenance they might need 
throughout the year. I designed a relational database that allowed me to enter data on one form then search for 
and view information by plant  'plant uses' and 'seasonal tasks'

Plant database, viewing by plant (top) and use

Bees

I constructed a Warré hive; this can be constructed from waste wood, mimics the bee's natural hive location, and 
allows the bees to be maintained and honey harvested with the minimum of interference and without the need 
for artificial supplementation. I decided to leave the hive out with a pheromone tube and lemongrass oil to attract 
a wild swarm which would hopefully be more genetically diverse and hardier, as well as free. This has not been 
successful so far and I have not put the hive out this year as we are intending to move house.

For those interested in the Warré hive, the book 'Bee Keeping for All' may be of interest. It is available free:  
http://www.natural-beekeeping.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2010/11/beekeeping_for_all.pdf
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Fruit

I maintain and harvest fruit trees and bushes, splitting the harvest with the farmer. This produces a glut of fruit 
which we preserve by drying or freezing and producing small amounts of jam, wine, cider or chutney.

Juicing apples for cider in the community apple press

Blackcurrant wine

Salad and herb containers

These are managed as discussed in the zones (p57) to make use of microclimates and be close by for frequent 
harvesting. The compost comes from our household compost and the farm. Green manure is added to deter the 
cats from using the containers as a toilet; water is collected in watering cans when waiting for the water from the 
hot taps in the kitchen and bathroom to warm up and used to water the containers. There is an intention to place 
a water butt at the one plastic drain pipe on the house but we have not yet done this.
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Evaluate & Tweak
What went well?

-While I initially thought there was little of the garden I could use I managed to create a design that incorporated 
many of the aspects I would ideally like in the garden.

-I now see the garden as a whole network of beneficial relationships rather than separate patches I am able to use. 

-I increased the wildlife value of the garden while making it more productive.

-I gained a supply of winter salad from forest garden and containers.

-I learned several new skills: constructing a Warré hive; making wine, cider and chutney; pruning apple trees; 
constructing a relational database. I also learned about edible herbs and forest garden plants I had been unaware 
of previously.

-The yield of fruit was especially good and we were able to share around the surplus.

-I had not previously used the zones as a design tool and found it interesting and useful to do so.

-The slug damage in the forest garden was high initially but ceased to be a big problem after the first year.

What went less well/ was difficult?

-I had to alter what I was doing due to concerns of the neighbours, for example they do not like straw mulches.

-I neglected my garden at times, this was a problem with the forest garden where the weeds would compete with 
my young plants so they struggled to get established. This in turn has limited some of my learning from the forest 
garden.

-I underestimated the space in the forest garden, thinking of it as very small, so avoiding potentially useful plants 
which I thought would take up too much space and generally did not plant enough.

-The greenhouse was destroyed during a storm.

-I did not manage to catch a wild swarm of bees.

-I have not seen any signs that I have managed to attract hedgehogs.

What would I do differently?

-I would keep better records of the design and implementation of all aspects of my garden.

-I would keep records of the yields.

-I will consider a covered pond that would attract frogs while protecting them from the cats.

-I am planting more vigorous plants in the forest garden to compete with the weeds. I will also keep one small 
area completely clear of weeds to act as a nursery for young plants to get established.

-I am making connections with people keeping bees in top bar hives to learn about their management of their 
hives and perhaps get help in obtaining a swarm

-I am considering different types of top bar hives, bee keeping is on hold for now until I do more research.

Lessons for future projects

-Small, seemingly disparate, designs can be linked together in a whole system.

-Where weeds are vigorous I need to give young plants more assistance

-Small areas can hold more plants than I would imagine.

-When undertaking projects in an unfamiliar type make connections with more experienced people.

-Zones can be useful a useful tool for both analysis and design.
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Conclusion
My garden has provided plenty of opportunities to learn new skills: constructing a Warré hive; making wine, 
cider and chutney; pruning apple trees; constructing a relational database. I was disappointed that I did not 
manage to keep bees and that my mini forest garden is taking longer to establish than I planned, however I have 
learned from these mistakes and hope to make more progress next year, or in our new garden if we move house. 
Through this design I also practiced using the zones as a design tool, seeing seemingly separate systems as a whole 
and building a network of beneficial relationships; I gained valuable experience for future projects.
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