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This book is dedicated to my mother Earth, my true family, the rooted and unrooted, the seen and unseen. Thank you for affording me the gift of life on this beautiful shared home of ours.


My life is yours.


Your health is mine.


This book, this movement, this work, is all for you.
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Preface: What This Book Is About


A few years ago, my increasing awareness of the collapse in biodiversity and the lack of safe space for wildlife led me to start a movement called We Are the ARK. I ask people to give at least half of any land under their care back to nature and to grow their own food in the other half if possible. The time has come for humans to step up and share this earth, which we are impossibly lucky to inhabit, with the countless other creatures who also call it home, beginning with our own patches of it.


We need to start considering that gardens are part of an old world and to adopt a new vision for our future. Our relationship with nature must change. Looking at gardens as artistic endeavours or feasts for our senses is outmoded. ARKs are gardens that we have released from bondage. ARK building is focused on restoring native ecosystems and adding extra creature supports, to provide space and sanctuary for our shared kin, the rooted and unrooted.


The chapters ahead focus specifically on the parts of your garden that you are turning into an ARK. If you have already turned all your land into a vegetable garden or a food forest, filled with edible and medicinal plants, that is perfectly fine; stepping outside the food system is a big part of ARKing. But there are probably still places you can put native plants and other creature supports, and all good intentions are welcomed and appreciated by our wild kin.


May it fill your heart with joy to extend your family to include every insect, native plant or animal, and fluffy bird that finds sanctuary there with you.
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ARKs and the Great Remembering





An ARK is a restored native ecosystem—a local small, medium, or large rewilding project. It is an Act of Restorative Kindness to the earth, a thriving patch of native plants and creatures that have been supported to reestablish in the earth’s intelligent successional processes of natural restoration. Over time this becomes a pantry and a habitat for our pollinators and wild creatures of every kind, who are in desperate need of support.


This takes a while to happen, but with our help a simple ecosystem begins to reappear very quickly. Over time, with some planning and additional supports if necessary, it grows into a healthy wildlife habitat and eventually a multitiered, complex community of native plants, creatures, and microorganisms. It becomes a source of seeds of restoration for an increasingly barren earth.


You need no money to create an ARK, just the will to be part of the solution, to be kind and caring. Not all of us are lucky enough to have a patch of the planet under our care, but you can do so much to raise awareness in other ways, through community activities and creating ARKs on public lands or at your local schools and parks. Even a window box can be a wonderful mini ARK.


We Are the ARK is a grassroots movement that has spread all around the world, trying to restore as many individual patches of earth as possible. It’s a movement owned by all of us who care about the earth. The secret ARK world domination plan aims to give so many pieces of this earth back to nature that we can eventually join it all up in a big patchwork quilt of hope for our future that will wrap its way around the globe.



Birth of We Are the ARK


It wasn’t the startled fox that grabbed my attention from the drawing board where I was daydreaming out the window at home. It was the pair of hares that were chasing the fox across the garden. Soon afterward, I spotted a hedgehog scurrying along the hares’ path but well tucked under the protection of the thick hawthorn hedge that edged the lawn in front of me. They all disappeared into the wildness that was one half of the land I was minding, taking refuge in an acre of self-willed land—a mix of thorny shrubs, brambles, grasses, and rushes to the west of my garden.
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Seeing as it was early winter and a bright midmorning, I figured something must be amiss for the normally hidden, feral creatures to cross my path in such a manner, so I got up from my work and went outside to investigate. I followed the direction they were coming from and wandered up to the end of my laneway, onto the quiet country road where I live in Ireland.


Not so quiet today, however.


Across the road, there used to be an acre of thick, impenetrable, self-willed land that had grown dense with prickly gorse, thorny brambles, spiky hawthorn and blackthorn, and voracious bracken. Today, a big yellow monster of destruction had landed. My neighbours had finally gotten planning permission to build a house, so they did what everyone does: they sent in a digger to clear out “the mess” and make a garden, without any thought for the multiple families who already called it home.


I stood there in absolute horror, forgetting to breathe. I had done this myself so many times, in so many places. For more than twenty years I had been working all over the world as a garden designer, carrying out similar unconscious devastation everywhere I worked.


It was suddenly blindingly obvious to me that these creatures we are supposed to share our earth with have fewer and fewer safe places left to go. Agricultural land is soaked in vast quantities of increasingly potent chemicals that make it impossible for wildlife to survive, and their habitats and foraging places are being torn out at a rapid rate to ensure desperate farmers can utilize every last square foot of land. There is no sanctuary for them in our gardens, which we fill with purchased, pretty, non-native “garden plants.” Gardens are controlled and poisoned to the point of being a still life, with no room at the inn for anything other than our own visions of how we want things to be.


I went back inside and started researching the collapse of the natural world, learning very quickly that the biodiversity crisis is even more insidious and dangerous than the looming threat of climate collapse because it is not understood or given much attention. Biodiversity is short for biological diversity. Biodiversity is defined as the variety of all living things, and the systems that connect them. This includes all the planet’s different plants, animals, and microorganisms, plus the genetic information they contain and the ecosystems of which they are a part. Extraordinarily, the devastating decline of biodiversity is happening at an incredible speed, mostly within the last fifty years, coinciding with the rapid acceleration of chemical farming, industrial forestry, and destructive overfishing.


The web of life is being pushed to the edge, and we are unquestionably and indivisibly (if often unknowingly) tethered to that web. All creatures play a vital role in the circle of life. When a gap appears in that circle or a strand of that web disappears, the system gets weaker and closer to collapse. We rely upon every creature’s presence for our clean air and water, healthy foods, and beautiful environments. What’s not so obvious is how many of these species form the basis of the earth’s immune system—and indeed, our own continued protection from disease. Each moment of our lives is dependent on this web of life remaining intact.


Multiple species are now falling prey to extinction every single day. They are never coming back.


This is the great forgetting.


Almost nothing is being done to halt this decline because the industrial farming, fishing, forestry, and gardening industries are either downright ignorant or simply unable to stop their self-catapulted ride over the edge of the cliff.


Knowing I couldn’t take on the whole world, I tried not to get overwhelmed and instead put the kettle on and sat down at my kitchen table to think about what one person could do that would really make a difference to our current trajectory.


All the greatest changes in history have come from the ground up—from small movements of passionate and focused people. Everything must change, and I saw clearly that we couldn’t wait for political solutions anymore. We all needed to step up and become the leaders. So after the second cup of tea that day, I came up with a plan. I decided I could tackle my industry of choice: the world of gardening.


I had an idea to begin a grassroots movement called We Are the ARK (for Acts of Restorative Kindness to the earth), a simple concept that asks people to give as much land back to nature as they can spare. I decided to restore my own patch of earth, my garden, back to its true nature and to inspire others to do the same, to make a difference person by person. To build ARKs for our shared kin, rooted and unrooted.


The following February, I worked with my friends Claire and Joe from the Irish Forest Garden, Ruth Evans the artist, and Jenn Halter-Prenda, our web designer friend, to put together a simple homemade website to support this idea—a resource to help people understand why we need ARKs, how to turn their garden into an ARK, and how they can add more creature support systems depending on their abilities and situations.


I am a big supporter of E. O. Wilson’s Half-Earth Project, which proposes that we give half of the earth back to our wild kin (including the Indigenous peoples), to return it to its true nature. In that spirit, I am asking people who are are lucky enough to have some land under their care to consider setting at least half of it free and supporting it to become as useful a sanctuary as possible to the local flora and fauna. I suggest that if they can’t manage to ARK half of their land, then any they can spare, even if it’s just the boundaries, is welcome and important. Finally, I also propose stepping out of the destructive food system if possible and trying to grow as much of their own organic food as they can in the other half.


I am asking people to share the earth, patch by patch.


Within months of launching the idea, I had thousands of “ARKevists” all around the world, all active members of an online group I set up. Luckily, I found a bunch of wonderful members to help me run it with kindness—namely Moya McGinley, Fran Mills, Sèan Bergin, and Clare Meleady Smith. Some ARKs are as big as 1,500 acres in the United States; some are as small as a window box in Norway. Members are constantly sharing stories and photos of all sorts of marvellous creatures that make homes in their ARK sanctuaries. Every day new members are added and new plots of land restored to nature.


The key to the success of the movement is the homemade signs proudly displayed in every ARK stating, “This is an ARK,” with our website address included for reference. These signs explain away the inherent cultural shame of a messy garden or landscape and instead mark out the owner as a proud part of a new and kinder world, a world where we are embracing our roles as caretakers of the earth and of as many creatures as our ARKs can sustain.


The wonderful side effect, which I had not envisaged, is that people are finding hope in their ARKs. When they create their sanctuaries, they feel as if their families have expanded to include each native mammal, insect, bird, fungus, and wild weed that comes to stay. People are suddenly looking over the neighbours’ fences and seeing the wasted opportunities that gardens are now revealed to them to be. As almost still-life expressions of people’s creativity, gardens are beginning to look more and more pointless and needlessly selfish to those of us who have rediscovered nature’s true beauty. Green spaces on university campuses, school grounds, and industrial estates are suddenly obvious places for ARKs. People are putting up signs (with permission) saying “This could be an ARK!”


This is something real. The results have been so fast in arriving and so inspiring and empowering for people, it goes way beyond the satisfaction of changing their lightbulbs or getting a reusable cup for their daily coffee (though every little action helps!).


Everything has changed for all of us budding ARK protectors, and a global movement has begun.
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The Garden Industry and the Great Forgetting


A long, long time ago, when the earth had a full set of clothes and our ancestors were subject to the ravages of nature, an understandable movement began in many cultures to create enclosures for protection, control, and safety. Gardens were born. Initially, these little corrals made sense, but gradually they began to separate humans from each other and all other life forms.


The history of landscape design is a record of the multiple cultural guillotines that severed us from nature. It illustrates our slow slide from grace. From purposeful guardians of the earth without boundaries or ownership, humans became plant artistes, garden designers, landscape architects, earth sculptors, and statement makers, working and designing with living sentient beings as our canvas and materials of choice.


Most gardens are green deserts for our shared kin, at least relative to wild places. Creativity is a vital part of human life, but we have got to learn how to be creative without causing damage to nature.


It’s time to learn to share.


Everything we are made of comes from the earth and her atmosphere. This earth body is like a huge nourishing heart. When we began to look at the earth in terms of ownership rather than guardianship, that heart smashed into millions of tiny pieces. It is still breaking. But now our job is to give her hope, to heal her heart. We are here for only a moment in time, so the idea of ownership of the eternal earth is a bit odd. Still, each plot of land is “owned” by somebody, and piece by piece we can set it free and give it back to her, removing the walls between. We can help her grow her clothes back, allow her the space to look after all her creatures, the seen and unseen.


Nature abhors a vacuum, and she will strive to mend any cuts in her skin with her natural healing processes, beginning with the weeds. The earth is very resilient, but sometimes these days, she needs our help with this process of restoring her natural layers so that all the spaces are filled in and the unrooted creatures can find food and shelter once more. There is also a rising need for resting places where nature can develop the mechanisms to digest, counteract, and disassemble the toxins we have soaked her with.
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We need a wave of change, a tumultuous shift of intention for the industry of gardening. But like almost every other destructive modern industry, it exists only if we support it. If we step off that treadmill and turn our gardens into ARKs, the industry will either suffer or become an ARK supporter, because, like any other industry, it is ultimately about profit, and we have the muscle to force change through our spending power. The industry will follow the money.


Unfortunately, the gardening industry has gotten away with those damaging consequences for a long time, as there is a false belief that gardening is a green activity, a way to connect with and be in nature. But most gardens are no longer nature friendly. They are filled with non-native plants that have not evolved within the local food web and are not supportive of life and its intricate relationships. The choice of plants to dress up these “outdoor rooms” is driven by subtle marketing and fashionable makeover programmes that dictate and direct the general public’s concept of beauty.


Garden centres and nurseries are among the largest sellers of chemicals and pesticides. Gardens now typically use ten times more chemicals by volume per acre than industrially farmed agricultural land. These chemicals are all potent poisons to nature and the whole web of life, including ourselves.
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Peatlands, a type of wetland that occurs in almost every part of the world, account for just 3 percent of the world’s landmass but store twice as much carbon as all of the world’s forests combined. Our precious peatlands are mined to serve gardening needs. This is akin to bulldozing the rainforests, which most good people would be horrified to be consciously part of. Demand your local nurseries stock organic native plants grown in peat-free substrates. Your pocketbook drives the change.


The growth of landscaping plants in peat-based compost in heated glasshouses ensures a carbon-heavy beginning. Their consequent exportation to foreign lands to go on sale to the public from nurseries and garden centres has caused the spread of many terrible diseases for plants and wildlife.


As colonization occurred across the world, ousting the Indigenous peoples, the settlers brought plants for food and medicine with them. Many of these plants have naturalized, so it really does take a concerted effort to recognize native versus non-native species. Many invasive plants have also “escaped” from gardens. The fallout is catastrophic. Invasive plants are running rampant in ecosystems they did not evolve alongside, with no checks to maintain them as part of a balanced web. Their impact on the local food web is devastating for the native creatures.


And that’s just the beginning. Even the wildlife gardening narrative often focuses on supporting the industry rather than offering the truth of what wildlife really needs to survive.
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The Flawed Wildlife Gardening Narrative
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In many ways, our crazy history of importing non-native plants into our gardens has done so much damage. Traditional wildlife gardening would have you plant a selection of “bird and butterfly” plants. In Ireland I see garden centres promoting lavenders and buddleia (butterfly bush), for example—and yes, it’s true that bees and butterflies love them. Some of the introduced garden plants that are promoted as wildlife supports are very attractive to many pollinators. It is usually their showy blooms that grab pollinators’ attention, along with the attention of the gardeners who are made to feel they are doing great work by planting such things in their gardens.


However, these showy flowers can monopolize the attention of pollinators. Sadly, this leads to pollinators paying less attention to native flowering plants, and this greatly reduces the ability of many plants to set seed successfully. This leads to degradation of the local ecosystem as insects cannot find their native plant partners, which means they cannot create a new generation of their species. Native plants are losing ground at a rapid rate.
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I’m sure the gardening industry didn’t mean to become so damaging, as it is filled with wonderful people with good hearts. But the industry is clearly causing serious problems for wildlife, rooted and unrooted. Even so, the blinkers are firmly on and change is resisted. Chemicals are used widely, with a sense of resignation and inevitability, and “low-maintenance gardening” has become the standard outcome to reach for in our landscapes.


The ARK concept challenges a whole group of people who depend upon the industry of gardening. I am aware that this is difficult, but the collapse of our natural world is a lot more intractable. The only options left to us are to change or to die, and we can’t tiptoe around anymore. We are at the tail end of an emergency, a rapid collapse of nature’s life support systems, and our very survival as a species is at risk.


We are quickly and silently running out of time, and everything has got to change. We have got to change.


Yes, change is hard and seems to happen only after disaster strikes. Luckily, people in the world of gardening have many opportunities available to them to become supporters of life within the work they do, to shift their focus and intention.


The core issue is this: we only get to live here in this incredibly beautiful, magical world if we understand that the health of the earth and every single one of her weird and wonderful creatures is now the most important consideration. Of all the millions of life forms that live here on this earth, we are the only ones with no obvious modern thread of connection to the web of life.


We have simply forgotten who we are.



Guardians, Not Gardeners


Now we must step into a vital role, by becoming the caretakers of the earth and all the magical beings we share her bounty with. By doing so we will find our true selves again in service to nature. It’s the simplest thing imaginable, as easy or challenging as you choose, and can cost absolutely nothing. Gardens, on the other hand, cost us and the earth a lot.


The time for gardens as disconnected creative expressions has come to an end. Those gardens are mementos of the old world, and we need to build a new simple and kind world as quickly as possible. We do not need our garden enclosures to protect us from the wilderness anymore; we need to turn right around and embrace it. The wild creatures need as much space as possible to survive and we need them to be safe, to be well, to thrive, so that we may live. They need us to build them as many ARKs as possible, until we weave a web of connected sanctuaries that wrap their way around this planet and reboot the truth of who we are. Our ARKs will empower an army of warriors to protect and champion wild nature. These will be an important part of the seeds of nature’s restoration when the time comes, when the new world has finally emerged from this dark time. They will be havens for life until it is safe to roam wide and free once more.


My dream is that the concept of treating your patch of this planet as an outdoor room will become a thing of the past, and that all of us who are awake and aware of the crisis we are in will turn at least some of our gardens into ARKs, creating a wave of change and empowerment that will quickly build into a roaring tsunami of life. There is so much joy, hope, satisfaction, and belonging available in restoring land to its truth, to its wild ways. Such wonder and beauty are on offer when we give our land back to nature, when we set it free. Once your eyes are opened, there is no going back to being a gardener. You will never look at your land the same way again. Once its true nature has been revealed, you will fall in love with it, because the earth’s nature is truly magical and beautiful.


As is ours.


The act of building as many ARKs as possible and creating a patchwork quilt of healed earth, wrapping its way around the globe, will undoubtedly create a shift of consciousness in our relationship with the earth.


This is the great remembering.


We are here to be of service to the earth and all her creatures.


We are here to be guardians.


Not gardeners.
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The Science Bit and ARKing Aims





As we make the transition from gardener to guardian, we must first realize that despite all the scientific knowledge available to us, we really know and understand very little about our earth. We live on a planet with a highly intelligent system of checks and balances.


Earth is a living organism, made up of millions of species all working together in harmonious and often mysterious ways. These are the threads of life. They support each other, control each other, and nourish each other. Each thread that we remove in our efforts to continue to grow exponentially and greedily expand our interests has a knock-on effect on the rest of the web.


We do not know when we will remove a thread that is holding it all together. We may already have done that. The tipping points may well have tipped already. We only get to live here on this magical, abundant paradise that we call Earth if the planet can continue to support us with clean air, water, and food.
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