PROJECT TITLE 

Soteriologic garden

LOCATION

Forest Hill, London SE23

BIOREGION

Greater London

HISTORY

The garden was inherited from my 

parents. On arriving, the fence to the 

railway embankment was dilapidated 

and needed restructuring; it was 

mainly covered in chicken wire and 

old bread crates to prevent entry from 

the outside. The fences to either side 

were trellised and also falling apart. 

The original garden paths to this 

Edwardian building had been lost to 

an extra 20cm of topsoil but in its 

place had been constructed a gravel 

path and a make-do patio. The fruit 

trees in the centre were already 

established and are severely 

overcrowded. Neighbouring trees 

also have a major influence on the 

space levels. The conservatory 

infrastructure was already built by 

my father. The garden was full of 

clutter although the ornamental 

plants that still exist have been well 

selected and inspiring through the 

seasons.

OBSERVATIONS

Light changes throughout the 

season. The four major fruit trees (2 x 

apple, 1 pear, 1 plum) were just 

beginning to grow into each other. 

They are less than ten years old. A 

flowering cherry overhanging the back 

fence had been severely chopped and is 

now dead. It provides cover to the 

railway embankment entrance and a 

support for a very large hanging 

woven-willow basket. Field 

mushrooms have since sprouted from 

the vicinity of the roots. The flowering 

cherry nestles under the canopy of 

elderberry and goat willow.

The south fence has nearly entirely 

been grown over with ivy, which 

supports its rotten timbers. Evergreens 

of holly, euonymous, lonicera, 

symphornicarpos and aucuba provide 

yearlong interest. Additional plantings 

include gooseberry, Japanese quince, 

bergenia, acanthus and hops. 

Tea roses and climbing roses 

decorate the north fence. Additional 

plantings include a fan-trained peach, a 

young espaliered fig, raspberries, 

strawberries in mulch, a crab apple, 

more gooseberry, and various herbs 

like thyme, rosemary, rhubarb, 

asparagus, oregano and parsley. 

The centre of the garden to the 

back fence and beneath the canopy of 

fruit trees has most of the recent 

plantings. This includes a cordon row 

of 3 apples and 2 pears along the

gravel path, chokeberry, a small cherry 

tree, and various self-seeded wild 

flowers including a complete meadow.

The rear of the garden has an old 

shower base, found on site, made into a 

rocky bog. It is too shallow for frogs. To 

the rear of the north fence is 

constructed a dry-stone bed made of 

stone collected from my parents land in 

Spain. Further down along that fence is 

a lean-to greenhouse made atop a red 

brick raised bed. It is the warmest part 

of the garden and had been previously 

concreted over. Its shallow, waterproof 

reservoir is fed by a water butt 

collecting the overflow of another 

water butt in the lean-to conservatory. 

The glass frontage of the greenhouse 

extends outwards to bridge the house 

wall and form a roofed-over work area. 

The inside of the conservatory, which 

provides minimal passive heating, is 

fitted out with a recycled futon for a 

lovely pine finished shelving; it is all 

automatically drip-irrigated. It adjoins 

the kitchen and bathroom and thus 

gains from their heat loss. The pond, 

surrounded on three sides by a wine-

bottle path, is made entirely from re-

cycled materials. Native pond plants 

act as a biological filter and its overflow 

is submerged to run along a gravel 

drain besides the cordon fruit trees. In 

construction is the vertical reed bed 

system using converted water tanks. 

Grey water from the bathroom, where 

only natural products are used, will 

eventually be filtered through the sand and gravel 

beds before reaching the biological 

pond. Newts have moved in as the 

plants begin to establish themselves. 

The damp beds beside the pond 

incorporate species like cranberry, 

blueberry and tree fern.

The one big feature on the railway 

embankment is the clay oven made 

from recycled materials and using local 

clay dug up when installing gas pipes 

in the front of the house. It extends to 

join with a dead-hedge.

SURVEY

Everything looked in a dilapidated state although this was 

enhanced by the floral plantings. There was already a sense of DIY 

extensively used in the front and back gardens. The mismatch of 

materials were salvageable, including metal grills and chicken wire, 

block paving, and house bricks. The only edible foods were five fruit 

trees, the cherry of which had not come into bearing, and blackberries. 

The railway embankment at the time was wild and unkempt, thus 

providing a wind buffering. Access through the broken, old fence was 

only for blackberries. The garden nearly faces east but the rising sun is 

seen about an hour later because of the high railway embankment 

opposite. The scope for vertical surfaces at least doubles the surface area 

of the garden. A good loamy topsoil of about 35cm covers extensive 

clay. The NW corner, being the driest spot, traps a little bit of afternoon 

sunshine. The SE, due to extensive tree cover, is very dry and shady. 

The garden and house lie at the bottom of a hill where the elevation is 

negligible. This part of the borough has many green areas including 

parks and allotments. Nearest facilities are two minutes walking 

distance away. The area is highly residential, and the London 

Underground are due to install an extension by 2008. My house lies on 

the very edge of Lewisham and Southwark borough, the both of which 

have widely differing environmental histories.

ANALYSIS

Everything needed repair. Certain plants, like the Russian vine, had 

to be removed. The soil, being left fallow, was richer on the railway 

embankment. There was also a variety of very marginal, escaped plants 

dwelling on it, in view of the fact that most garden plants are exotics. 

More space could be made available if the clutter was removed. The 

conservatory space could also be increased vertically-wise.

DESIGN

It was felt that the garden would be designed on a cut-and-come 

basis i.e. as materials became available. A range of technologies will 

provide focus and activity in the garden since the garden is open to 

public visitation. The theme of the garden will be based on fruit 

production, with most spaces being planted up. There will be minimal 

seating since the garden is a practical and learning resource. It will show 

an eclectic mix of styles, based upon my direct experiences with the 

outside world. The extended planting regime will itself provide privacy 

and protection, going some way to buffering the eddying winds and 

noise pollution from the trains. Access to the railway embankment is 

restricted. At some stage beehives will be introduced. 

IMPLEMENTATION

The conservatory houses the cider press, tools and materials, a 

water butt and selected bonsai trees. The lean-to greenhouse will grow 

year-round salads, as well as exotics like peppers, aubergines and 

ginger. The vertical reed-bed system in construction will occasionally be 

topped up with grey water from the bathroom, having backup fail 

technology. The wine-bottle path, of which, lights will be installed 

underneath at various intervals, replaces the old block paving that has 

been recycled elsewhere for another clay-oven construction. The outside 

water butt is currently been used to propagate goat willow cuttings. The 

larger trees are underplanted with meadow weeds, many of which are 

edible. The dry-stone bed is planted with roses and herbs. Grapes 

trained along the north fence will be allowed to permeate into the 

railway embankment. 

The railway embankment has been under regeneration since 

moving in. Wild blackberry is now maintained alongside plum, cherry, 

pear, medlar, apple, sweet almond, rowan and various native hedging 

species to encourage wildlife, and self-seeded trees, lots of soft fruit, 

edible climbers including kiwi and grape, and herbaceous like comfrey 

and nettle. A fruiting hedge will provide sacrificial fruit. Additionally, 

hybrids of blackberry have been planted along the fences, as well as 

wild strawberry, globe artichoke, onion, kale and field beans. It has 

been a slower reclamation of the land but most junk has been cleared 

out and paths established. One method involves using complete straw 

bales packed tightly together and planted in. First year plantings were 

not a success, but the second year looks promising for the potatoes. 

MAINTENANCE

The fruit trees and soft fruit will need yearly pruning. After three 

years everything else tends to take care of itself. Most plants are 

perennial (90%); at this present phase annuals are being used as a token 

gesture in the main. Monitoring of species will be implemented.

