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5
            Foreword

            Garden as though you will live forever

William Kent, 1685–1748, progenitor of the naturalistic ‘English Landscape’

         

         The notion of ‘forever’ is an interesting one. As a garden designer, broadcaster and writer I am always told that the gardens that I design are a living legacy for generations to come. Although I don’t see them in this way, it raises a very interesting point about the future of gardens and gardening. And one key question instantly springs to mind: with limited free time, smaller personal outdoor spaces and the ever-growing range of electronic, AI-generated and AI-run horticultural products that are already on the market – and will undoubtedly appear over the coming years – what role will we humans have when it comes to caring for the soil, growing on seedlings, watering, planting out and propagating? In short, will the gardening of 6the future all be done by machines, and gardens be devoid of humans?

         Personally, I don’t think it’s possible to discuss the future of gardens without first dwelling a little on AI. When we think of artificial intelligence, sci-fi images and humanoid robots come to mind – or perhaps even a global network intent on killing the human race (yes, I’m a great Terminator fan). Perhaps, however, there are more practical matters to consider. I believe, for example, that I would embrace an AI-powered gardening assistant to inform me how to care for a plant, when it’s the best time to water it, what I should be feeding it with, and how I can make more plants for free by propagating it. Surely this is something that we should welcome, whether you’re a new or an experienced gardener.

         There is some hesitation on my part, though. The correct information is key to proper execution, i.e. to being able to garden correctly – and learning from our mistakes can make us better gardeners. I fear that new online outlets may appear compiled solely by AI bots, who have searched the internet for every detail relating to your enquiry, and now present it succinctly. Will the information provided be correct? As a former editor, I would check all the information, but this will not always be possible, especially with 7our hectic lifestyles. I would hate the idea that a gardener follows a set of instructions, only to find that they have killed their plant(s) because the wrong material has been disseminated.

         Similarly, sensors in gardens linked to computers – in other words, a ‘Smart Garden’ – can help gardeners understand how we respond to plants: when they need irrigation, how we take in and interact with the different aspects of a garden, or whether we walk straight through the outdoor space. Lines of data are built, which, in turn, increases the AI knowledge. This is not just helpful for tending gardens, but also for designing them. But while artificial intelligence can design gardens, the question is whether it should. For me as a garden designer and gardener, the personal touch, getting to know the client and their aspirations, is essential to creating an accessible and inclusive design that works for them perfectly. Losing the human element will, in my opinion, make the process dry and sterile. We also know that gardening is beneficial for our physical and mental well-being, so I would hate to see a time when AI and robots do all the work.

         Another exciting prospect is the integration of AI in plant breeding. By analysing genetic data, AI algorithms could identify desirable traits and predict 8the potential success of specific plant hybrids. This could accelerate the development of new plant varieties with enhanced resistance to pests, diseases and environmental stressors, contributing to more resilient and sustainable gardens. And, with our ever-changing climate, such traits will be essential. And it’s not just individual plots that potentially stand to benefit from this innovation. The gardening and horticulture industries are enormous: it’s not just about digging a hole in the ground and planting something; it incorporates the perfume industry, seed cloning, farming, floriculture, landscaping, agribusiness, agrochemicals, packaging, cold storage and so much more. All of these sectors are already and will, in my opinion, increasingly embrace AI-powered products to maximise output, assist with day-to-day operations and production lines, and ultimately increase their financial returns.
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         What a fascinating thing the garden of the future could be – and, in some cases, already is: intelligent devices and sensors, seamlessly integrated and continuously monitoring environmental conditions and plant health, are already in use. Smart-irrigation systems, for instance, are designed to analyse real-time 9weather data, soil moisture levels and plants’ requirements to optimise watering schedules. This not only conserves water but also ensures that plants receive the precise amount they need for optimal growth. AI-driven robotic lawnmowers autonomously navigate through the garden, maintaining the perfect grass height without human intervention. And with the ability to process vast amounts of data related to plant species, soil types, climate conditions and aesthetic preferences, AI algorithms could assist garden designers like me in creating bespoke plans tailored to each client’s unique requirements. This could streamline the design process, providing more accurate predictions of how different plants will thrive in specific environments and freeing me up to do other things, such as keeping the lines of communication with the client open and ensuring they are regularly updated.

         In the realm of garden education and community building, AI-powered platforms have the potential to foster a richer online experience for enthusiasts. Just think of a virtual gardening community where individuals could connect, share experiences and seek advice – we’re already seeing this to some extent on social media. AI could further facilitate personalised content recommendations, making learning 10about gardening more accessible and tailoring it to individual interests. My main concern is who will police this dissemination of material. Inevitably, it will be down to the gardener, designer, scientist or researcher to fact-check at every stage – something that I already urge all designers and gardeners to do.
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         I believe it’s true that we are living through unprecedented times. The rate at which the internet, science, medicine, electronics, AI and even cloning are growing is both fascinating and concerning. I love modern technology and how it can assist us in carrying out work quicker and more efficiently, but I still remember the days before mobile phones, apps, social media and small electronic devices that you can hold in your hand to change lighting schemes, turn on your washing machine or watch how much electricity you’re using. The idea of electric cars when I was a small boy was science fiction and yet, in my lifetime, I know we shall see more of these cars on the road. I have already joined the electric car ‘club’, and with improved battery life and range, it will soon be easy to drive from one end of the UK to the other, with spare battery power, on a single charge. Science fiction is here already.11

         Yet it’s crucial to approach the integration of AI in gardening with a mindful and ethical perspective. As we embrace these amazing technological advances, it’s essential to balance innovation with environmental sustainability and biodiversity. Additionally, ensuring that AI tools remain accessible and user-friendly is key to understanding the benefits of these technologies across diverse demographics. If we can manage all of this, the future of gardening is exciting and filled with possibilities. From smart systems optimising garden maintenance, to personalised design and community-building platforms, the potential for positive transformation is vast.12
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            A Unique Perspective

         

         I started gardening at a very young age. I used to follow my grandparents around their gardens, watching and learning all the time. On my father’s side, I would follow my grandfather, dragging around a blue-painted trolley containing a blunt pair of scissors, a ball of string and packets of seeds, as he taught me about caring for the soil (a quite unique approach during the 1970s, when chemical pesticides and herbicides were at the forefront of gardening), how to sow seeds, propagating plants, tying in and so much more. My grandmother, who was a flower arranger for the local Women’s Institute, taught me about colour, texture, shape and form. One of my earliest memories was, as a six-year-old boy, cutting some chrysanthemums from the garden and running 14indoors to watch my grandmother arrange them in a large cut-glass vase with lots of foliage, also taken from the garden.

         On my mother’s side, my grandparents’ garden was full of bush roses, and as a young boy with my older brother, all we wanted to do was play in the garden, roll on the lawn and see what shapes we could see in the clouds above. But my grandmother made us squish green- and blackflies between our fingertips and pick up leaves that may have had black spots on them. At the time, I didn’t really think that I was being taught about gardening and nature, but now these happy memories stick with me.

         I grew up in the late sixties and seventies in an apartment in Hove, on the south-east coast of England near Brighton. From one side of the apartment, we looked over the South Downs, a range of chalk hills, and on the other the sea, the English Channel. We had a small communal garden and I remember one day asking my mother if we could plant up around a solitary rose in a circular border. We bought some plants from the local grocer’s store (garden centres were only just appearing on our streets), took them home and planted them. By the end of the year, each of the twelve apartments had its own section of border that they maintained while 15the garden maintenance company came in, mowed the lawns and pruned the shrubs and trees. This community spirit was fun, engaging and informative. I would go out there, chat with a neighbour who was in his eighties, learn about his childhood and why gardening was important to him, and then the following day chat to a housewife who was growing rhubarb and picking it to make rhubarb crumble. Every summer holiday was special and different, and I relished them.

         When I left home to study art history at University College London, my love and interest in gardening were put to one side; however, I did become fascinated by landscape architecture, how buildings relate to the natural environment and how this is depicted in art (something that is important to my work today as a garden designer). Having finished my degree, I became an editor. Initially I worked on medical publications, but I soon started work for an arts publisher, then became the Publishing Director for the Royal Institute of British Architects (RIBA); and finally the Managing Editor for the international arts publisher Thames & Hudson. While Publishing Director for RIBA I worked with many landscape architects. I had also met my husband by this point, and our first home in southeast London had a small garden, which I loved (each 16time we moved, the garden got bigger). My passion for plants and gardening and everything horticultural grew. While I worked at Thames & Hudson, producing stunning publications, we published numerous gardening books; every waking moment I would read about plants.

         Then, in 2000, I was in a serious car crash. Being born with spina bifida meant that, unfortunately, I would lose the feeling in my legs, and I started a new life as a wheelchair user. During my long rehabilitation, I worked with a horticultural therapist, who, along with my husband, suggested that perhaps I should consider leaving the publishing world and finding a job in the gardening industry, as I had an ‘encyclopaedic brain’ for plants. It wasn’t until I finally got home, after twelve months of rehabilitation in the hospital, that the idea became a reality. I looked for online courses, found the right one for me, and studied garden design.

         The intervening twenty-four years have been enormous fun – I have genuinely loved every minute of it. Being the UK’s first garden designer in a wheel-chair gives me a unique perspective: I remember how I used to look at plants and borders from a standing position, but now I get to see the garden up close and personal, and I focus on accessibility and 17inclusive design, without creating spaces that look boring and institutional.

         In 2015, I started writing for the horticultural press, and one of my articles was seen by a researcher from the BBC for the programme Gardeners’ World. They asked me if I would be interested in doing a piece to camera, which I did one cold afternoon in our back garden. I thought nothing would come of it – this was my five minutes of fame. Yet shortly afterwards I was asked to present at the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) Chelsea Flower Show. I loved the experience and quietly wished to do more. Fortunately, my dream was realised: I became one of the new presenters for Gardeners’ World and the RHS shows. Using my plant and gardening knowledge and experience, I then started a new chapter as the garden expert on the BBC’s Morning Live, which I still do today and which I love being part of, and for QVC, the home shopping network where I have my own shows. (Unfortunately, my love for gardens, gardening and plants could not be put to good use when I appeared on Celebrity Mastermind, Pointless Celebrities or Celebrity Weakest Link!)

         Gardening is so different now, and when I look back at what I had to hand growing up in the seventies, eighties and nineties, compared to what is 18available these days, it feels like we have made great advances. Smart technology already helps me on a day-to-day basis. For example, as a garden designer, I now use a drone to capture footage and shots of new areas to design – especially useful when I’m designing a ten-acre garden, or when I cannot get into some parts of the landscape because of the rough terrain. Laser levels and smart measuring devices enable me to capture the landscape in 3D, which I can then import into my computer software to start designing. Apps on my phone enable me to check plant identifications, the aspect of the landscape, the terrain and so much more. My phone has also become my camera for filming myself, and with the use of portable lighting, a personal autocue system and microphones, I can set myself up anywhere and either pre-record or shoot live to the studio. And Google Maps has helped me when writing books: when I wrote Royal Gardens of the World*, I was able to ‘walk’ through most of the gardens before visiting them, so I could work out accessible routes. Many of these devices were once for professional use only, but with the advent of cheaper products and the ever-changing electronics market, anybody can now 19buy off-the-shelf items that were seen as the stuff of science fiction – or were, at least, prohibitively expensive – only twenty years ago. 

         The use of personal devices can only go a short way to changing everyday activities. I find it interesting and exciting what the future might hold for me as a garden designer, broadcaster and writer, but I strongly believe that garden design needs a human element, in addition to such devices. This personal approach makes all the difference: a lot of the time it’s what clients don’t say that reveals the potential for their new garden. AI and smart technologies, currently, are largely unable to pick up on this silent element.

         During my rehabilitation, I met some incredible groups and individuals who are making a huge difference within the disability and horticultural fields. As a result, I now work closely with many charities that use gardening and social and therapeutic horticulture (STH) to positively change lives. We know from the research that gardening is beneficial for our mental and physical well-being: one of the largest studies to date on gardens and gardening, from the National Institute for Health Research in the United Kingdom, found that people who spend time in the garden report better physical and mental health levels than those who do not 20garden.† Similar research carried out by the UK’s King’s Fund also found reductions in depression and anxiety, and improved social functioning.‡ This biophilic response (our innate need to be surrounded by nature) is strong.

         We know that, when in contact with skin on our hands, beneficial Mycobacterium vaccae, which occurs naturally in soil, releases the feel-good chemicals serotonin and endorphins in the brain. People who exercise – and this includes gardening – have up to a 35 per cent lower risk of coronary heart disease and stroke, and thirty minutes of gardening are equivalent to playing a session of bad-minton or volleyball, or practising yoga. Gardening provides a low-impact form of exercise, promoting flexibility and strength. Like walking in nature or forest-bathing, just sitting in the garden or outdoors surrounded by nature can help lower blood pressure with countless reports of people feeling calmer 21and more relaxed. Exposure to natural elements and green spaces has been associated with reduced levels of the stress hormone cortisol and enhanced feelings of well-being. So, whether you’re an active or passive gardener, you can reap an immeasurable sense of well-being. 

         I know this all too well. During my stay in hospital, I loved getting outside. As soon as I was in the garden my shoulders dropped, my breathing slowed down and I felt more relaxed. Today, when weeding, my mind starts to wander as an act of mindfulness. I know what’s going on around me, but getting my bare hands in the soil makes me feel better, grounded and at one with nature, diverting my attention from everyday stressors. Watching seeds sprout, plants grow and flowers bloom provide a tangible sense of achievement. Completing gardening tasks, whether small or large, instils a sense of purpose and accomplishment in me, and this positive reinforcement boosts my self-esteem and contributes to a positive outlook on life. Without gardening and nature, I would certainly be a different person today.

         Without smart technology and AI, I don’t think my own life would change dramatically, although the ability to buy products through my smart speaker or to listen to my favourite music with a few verbal 22commands would be missed. Yet there are changes afoot that have the potential to revolutionise gardening, making it more inclusive and accessible, not just for disabled people, but for everyone.

         
            * Kyle Books, Kyle Cathie Ltd (Hachette), 2020.

            † Siân de Bell, Mathew White, Alistair Griffiths, Alison Darlow, Timothy Taylor, Benedict Wheeler, Rebecca Lovell, ‘Spending time in the garden is positively associated with health and well-being: Results from a national survey in England’, Landscape and Urban Planning, Volume 200, 2020.

            ‡ David Buck, The King’s Fund, ‘Gardens and health: Implications for policy and practice’. Report commissioned by the National Gardens Scheme, May 2016.
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