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GA R D E N I N G

Every community needs
a place at its heart where 
people are nurtured, 
says top garden designer
Tom Stuart-Smith

I n mid-September, as the 
first chill of autumn started 
to take hold, I spent an af-
ternoon making a long-
overdue visit to three 
remarkable gardens in my 
local town of Hemel Hemp-
stead. My wife, Sue (a psy-

chiatric psychotherapist), introduced 
me to the Sunnyside Rural Trust when 
she started researching her book The 
Well Gardened Mind, to be published 
next spring. The charity was started 28 
years ago by a local parent wanting 

something more than indoor day care 
for their child with learning difficul-
ties. It grew from there. For the past 
four years, trust trainees have been 
visiting us regularly to maintain our 
garden, but I had never got around to 
visiting them on their home turf. 

My first visit is to the Hemel Food 
Garden, sandwiched between the 
Grand Union Canal and a fishing lake 
just around the back of a busy B&Q. As 
soon as I am in the garden, I notice a 
different, quieter sort of busyness. 
From this few acres of ground, about 
50 trainees, all of them young adults, 
are learning about gardening and 
growing plants. 

For starters they are producing 
80,000 bedding plants for Dacorum 
Borough Council, then they are grow-
ing fruit trees and a range of other  
ornamentals for sale to the public. 
They also run a farm shop serving ex-
cellent food and selling produce from 
the garden and have a regular market 
stall at Berkhamsted just up the road. 

might otherwise 
be lost in the sys-
tem. That they 
learn to make 
plants grow, make 
things happen and 
make things better 
gives them  confi-
dence. Gardening 
is tremendously 
empowering. 

I found this out 
for myself when, 
as a sulky 15-year-
old, gardening be-
came a way of 
finding purpose 
and meaning in 

life. Now, more than 40 years on, I am 
still gardening – only about 150 yards 
from where I started – but am planning 
a quite radical project that might ena-
ble me to share my love of gardening 
with some of the trainees at Sunnyside 
and other people living near me. 

The idea is to move my landscape 
design business from central London 
to a tired old orchard just 200 yards 
from where I live and create a commu-
nity garden. This Orchard Project 
would be for local people, any of my 
employees who don’t have a garden or 
for anyone who simply wants to share 
in the pleasure of a creative, green en-
terprise. The other part of the plan is 
that I give Sunnyside a plot adjacent to 
the new studio and they grow plants 
that I can use in my design business or 
that we can sell on open days. 

I have known about the socially 
transformative power of gardens all 
my life, but I have to admit it is only 
now that I am doing something about it 
on my own doorstep. I guess it must be 
something about getting on in life and 
realising that I need to look after my 
own patch and care for the garden that 
is the community around me. 

Seeing the difference that Sunnyside 
Rural Trust makes, it is so obvious to 
me that every community should have 
a place like this at its heart, where nur-
turing people and nurturing a place 
come together. 

Sunnyside Rural Trust (sunnyside 
ruraltrust.org.uk). Visit tomstuart 
smith.co.uk for the Orchard Studio. 

‘Gardening can be 
very empowering’

Sunnyside 
is doing an 
impressive 
job with 
young 
people 
who might 
otherwise 
be lost in 
the system
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I am with Keely Siddiqui Charlick, 
the energetic and joyful chief executive 
who has brought to the organisation a 
practical, deeply optimistic and entre-
preneurial approach since taking over 
the running of the trust nine years ago. 

“So many of our trainees are much 
more able than people think, and we 
try to get the best out of them,” she 
says. “They would otherwise be sitting 
alone at home in front of the TV. Here 
they feel they are doing something 
worthwhile and they make friends. For 
many of them it becomes the main fo-
cus of their lives.” 

The trust is dependent for 70 per 
cent of its funding from Hertfordshire 
County Council, but under Charlick’s 
direction it is becoming gradually more 
self-financing. Four miles up the rail-
way line is the Activity Centre, near to 
Sunnyside Church in Berkhamsted, the 
place that gives the charity its name. 
This is a bigger site, intermingled with 
public allotments on a gloriously sunny 
slope overlooking the town.

 It is run by Lynn Adams, who joined 
the trust a couple of years ago after 
working for the County Council, com-
missioning services for the sort of peo-
ple she is now helping more directly. 

As we walk through the fruit cages 
and orchards, all neatly managed and 
impressively productive, she describes 
how much she enjoys working with 
trainees over months and years, grow-
ing fruit, making jam and maintaining 
local gardens on contract. It is very dif-
ferent from the fragmented view of 
people she used to get from behind a 
computer screen. 

Onwards up the line, the last site at 
Northchurch is the biggest. The head 
of site, Matt Felix, has a background in 
farming and is the proud custodian of 
350 rescued battery chickens roaming 
over several acres. There is more fruit, 
and a farm shop, where those in the 
know come to buy the organic fruit and 
veg and thoroughly free-range eggs.

Sunnyside is doing an impressive 
job  with a group of young people who 


