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  What people are saying about




  The Druid Garden




  Luke Eastwood’s book The Druid Garden is an authoritative and comprehensive approach to the subject. The book begins with the big picture, an exploration of the history of gardens, before focusing the reader on the many different layers of soil that make up the ground beneath our feet. Practicalities of gardening, such as planting, creating ponds, even keeping fowls and bees, are combined with spiritual elements; the section about how to connect with the plants in your garden is particularly insightful. Eastwood goes on to provide information on a range of trees, shrubs and herbs found in Celtic culture, exploring the practicalities of how to grow them but also considering historical uses and folklore. There is even a rotation plan for your garden crops and ethical ways of dealing with pests. This is an invaluable resource for both the novice and more experienced gardener alike.




  Andrew Anderson, author of The Ritual of Writing and Pagan Portals: Artio and Artaois




  It is rare to find a gardening book that provides extensive practical information while clearly honouring the sacred. In The Druid Garden, Luke Eastwood manages to do exactly that. Using easily accessible language, he provides us with a comprehensive guide to gardening imbued with innate spirituality and environmentalism. A master gardener and Druid, Luke blends ancient wisdom with hands-on experience and shows how this knowledge can be used by modern day gardeners for the benefit of the Earth and all creation. Suitable for beginners as well as experienced gardeners, this book is packed with valuable information and is a precious gift for our world in these times.




  Carole Guyett, author of Sacred Plant Initiations




  The Druid Garden is a fascinating journey into the heart of human interaction with the natural world. It deftly weaves together history, practice, and spirituality into a cohesive whole. An essential aid both for those seeking practical advice for growing a garden and those seeking a more harmonious approach to the world around them.




  Morgan Daimler, author of A New Dictionary of Fairies and Where the Hawthorn Grows




  Combining history, philosophy, folklore, science and sustainability, this book shows you how to bring Druidic principles into your garden. For me, this is a perfect demonstration of how to be a modern Druid.




  Nimue Brown, author of Pagan Planet & Druidry And The Future
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  This book is dedicated to the late Eve Kaye and Anthony Kaye, who were instrumental in the early development of the Biodynamic movement in Ireland, to my former horticulture teacher Carl Dacus and the late John Wyse-Jackson, who was a true gentleman and a great supporter of my work.







  “We have a mighty task before us. The earth needs our assistance.” Laurens van der Post




  “That is a well at which are the hazels and inspirations of wisdom, that is, the hazels of the science of poetry, and in the same hour their fruit and their blossom and their foliage break forth, and these fall on the well in the same shower, which raises on the water a royal surge of purple. Then the salmon chew the fruit, and the juice of the nuts is apparent on their purple beffies. And ‘Seven Streams of Wisdom’ spring forth and turn there again.”




  From Whitely Stokes’ translation of the Connla legend, Revue Celtique, xv. 457 (1894)
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The Druid Garden - Introduction





  I am writing this introduction during the peak of the Corona virus pandemic here in the United States. This disease, both frightening and dire, is just one more challenge facing humanity at a time of mounting catastrophes. Last year there were devastating wild fires in Australia, where an estimated one billion animals (and at least thirty-four humans) perished. Similar conflagrations occurred in Siberia, California, the Arctic, and even in the Amazonian rain forest. At the same time there were unprecedented floods and hurricanes worldwide.




  As the world’s glaciers are quietly melting, the snows of Kilimanjaro, the Himalayas and other mountainous areas are steadily disappearing. There are wars and massive refugee migrations and the mass extinction of insects, birds and animals.




  At this moment I am in forced isolation at home, trying not to become infected and helping to flatten the curve of disease so hospitals do not become overwhelmed. I haven’t shopped in weeks. This has given me time to stop, take stock of the perils before us, and open my heart to the suffering. As usual, I turn to nature and to the small strips of garden around the house, to bring me peace.




  I am a Druid. In ancient times, and still today, trained Druids are expected to be “experts” at something. Luke Eastwood has shown through these pages that he is a Master Gardener. We require our gardens more than ever in this time of chaos and disruption. We need new “Victory Gardens” for food, medicine, and for solace. We must create them to replace our bee-barren deserts called “lawns” so that threatened insects, birds and other species can thrive. We require them as a quiet, sane antidote to the fast-paced, reckless mass consumerism that has hypnotized our modern culture.




  This book will teach you where to begin, from the soil up. You will learn simple composting techniques and how to make your own fertilizer. You will be taught how to plan a garden – either a simple plot of companion vegetables, or a Druidic sacred space. You will be inspired to create natural barriers such as stone walls or fences made from tree branches. You will be shown how to propagate edible plants to bring you health and to help you commune with the natural world.




  You may be inspired through these pages to create a pond to help amphibians and other threatened species find a home. You will be encouraged to replace your unproductive and wasteful lawn with a wild meadow, raise poultry with respect, and grow flowers for bees and other pollinators.




  Sacred Land offerings and Land Blessings are included in this volume; by uttering these your mystical bond with the plant and soil kingdoms will be strengthened. There are elaborate instructions for which trees to plant, and how to nurture their growth. There are tips for the cultivation of shrubs, herbs and grasses. The lore and sacred history of these is provided, to further deepen your understanding.




  Whether you decide to create a Druidic circle of sacred trees, a garden labyrinth, or a medieval garden devoted to the Four Elements (Earth, Air, Fire and Water), you will find instructions here.




  It is time for a book like this. We humans desperately need to stop, slow down, and reflect on how we can be partners with the natural world, by doing the sacred work of gardening, in our own back yards. There is a current world-wide movement of children who are crying for their future and for a solution to global warming and climate change. Perhaps the Earth has heard them and has given us the gift of a virus that has made us finally stop and listen. The skies are clearing as industry grinds to a halt. Maybe we can see more clearly now that it is time for humanity to radically change course. This book will aid in that effort.




  Ellen Evert Hopman




  Written at the April Full Moon, 2020




  Ellen Evert Hopman M.Ed. is Archdruid of Tribe of the Oak (Tuatha na Dara) and lives in an oak forest in New England. She is the author of “Secret Medicines from Your Garden”, “A Druid’s Herbal of Sacred Tree Medicine”, “Tree Medicine Tree Magic”, “Scottish Herbs and Fairy Lore”, “Secret Medicines of Your Kitchen”, “A Legacy of Druids”, and other volumes. www.elleneverthopman.com







  



  Chapter 1




  Why a Druid Garden?
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  The very idea of a Druid’s garden may seem rather bizarre when one considers that the concept of gardening, as we now know it, probably did not exist in the time of the earliest Druids and even in Roman times, it was likely an alien concept to the ‘uncivilised’ peoples of western Europe.




  That is not to suggest that the Druids, or Celtic people generally, had no knowledge of agriculture, or the nurture and use of the plant kingdom, which is far from the case. Evidence suggests that the ancient Celts had great knowledge of the natural world, perhaps as much as, or more than, other contemporary civilisations such as the Greeks and Romans. However, their understanding, values and application of their knowledge appears to be very different from the Greco-Roman values that have greatly influenced and moulded the attitudes and practices of modern western civilisation regarding nature.




  It is well known that the Romans were excellent architects and great farmers and as they spread further into western Europe, they introduced their highly organised, urbanised system of living into areas that had largely been wild or semi-wild. The western Celts had no cities close to the scale or complexity of Rome, formal roads were relatively uncommon, with generally small communities, often semi-nomadic, eking out an existence in lands that were largely wooded, with little cultivation.




  Of course, this way of life was gradually undermined and virtually eradicated from Europe as Roman and post-Roman civilisation spread. In some remote corners, such as Ireland and parts of Scandinavia, the influence of the Christian church, and the post-Roman civilisation it brought with it, was slow to take hold. This enabled the older culture, its practices, beliefs and knowledge, to survive longer than elsewhere and, amazingly, to partially remain into the modern era, through both surviving documentation and folk customs.




  It is perhaps rather ironic that as the Celtic culture was dying in Scotland and Ireland, due to foreign (colonial) influence, the beginnings of the Druid revival in Britain occurred in the mid seventeenth century, with the work of eccentric historian/archaeologist John Aubrey. Although the first revival Druid order is credited as 1717 (to Irishman John Toland), interest in Druidism and ancient sites in England grew in the latter half of the previous century, just as the remnants of Gaelic culture largely disappeared.




  At that time, revival Druids turned their attention very much towards the Druidry of the Greek and Roman era in western Europe and the Bardism of Wales. It was not until much later that the folk practices and Gaelic literature of Ireland and Scotland were examined, revealing a connection with the ancient history and culture that had surprisingly managed to survive largely intact into the renaissance period.




  One must wonder why such a revival occurred, firstly in Britain, and subsequently in other countries. There appears to be no connection at all between the rapid decline of Celtic culture and the Druid revival, however at that particular time the industrial revolution was just beginning to come into existence.




  Most of Britain and Ireland had been heavily wooded prior to the Norman invasions of England, Wales, Scotland and Ireland, which took place over approximately a hundred-year period. Over time, due to feudalism, expanding population, reduction in common land, sheep farming and increased demand for wood, much of England and Wales lost its woodland cover. After the Elizabethan conquest of Ireland, the still largely wooded country was systematically stripped of its forests, to provide wood for barrel making, shipping and charcoal for the production of iron, as part of the Elizabethans’ need to recoup the huge expenses that had almost bankrupted England during the conquest. In Scotland, union with England resulted from Scotland’s abysmal costly and failed attempt at colonialism in Panama, Central America. This union led to land clearances in rural Scotland, with sheep replacing crofters, which not only destroyed Gaelic communities but denuded the country of most of its trees. It also led to a huge number of deaths and to a mass exodus to the New World, vastly reducing the Scottish population in the islands and highlands in particular.




  As the denuding of the British Isles took place it was not just farmland that replaced the forests, industrial zones began to appear, as mining for metals and subsequently coal began in earnest. This was the first stirrings of the gradual move from a relatively slow agrarian lifestyle towards an increasingly urban, industrial and rapid moving lifestyle. Even at its early stages, the scars on the landscape, noise, mess, pollution, migration, growing slums etc. became apparent to observers. I suspect that this transformation of lifestyle and landscape, that began most enthusiastically in England, had a deep psychological effect on many of the people of the time. I do not believe that the rise of interest in the Druids, their beliefs and practices, coinciding with the rise of industrialisation is a mere coincidence.




  Just as we are now aware of the great losses to the environment, I am sure that it must have been even more shocking to see the rapid changes at that time, given that life had changed extremely slowly, prior to the introduction of the technology that created the industrial revolution. It must have been hugely distressing to see huge areas of forest chopped down, massive pits dug for extraction of iron ore and coal. As mechanisation increased in areas such as textiles and agriculture, population shifts began towards towns where employment could be found, but where people often lived in worse squalor than in rural areas.




  Most poor people were unable to resist the relentless drive of progress, regardless of their feelings on the subject. Apart from the rise and failure of the Luddite movement, the voice of the poor, who had little or no choice, has largely been silent. It is those of the educated and wealthy, that opposed ‘progress’, who were at liberty to bemoan the demise of the natural world and the transformation of human society. It is such people that comprised the early Druid revival, the poor were generally too busy trying to survive to concern themselves with such indulgences.




  As the industrial age progressed, so too did the Druid revival, with a massive upsurge of interest in all things Celtic during the Victorian era – not just in England, but throughout the British Isles.




  It is as if the rapid changes in the landscape and in the structure of human society resonated deeply within the human psyche, leading to a reaction against the unchecked transformation of life on this planet - the human connection with nature weakening as technological progress increases. Interestingly, as we entered the 20th century, people such as pioneering psychologist Carl Jung and anthroposophist philosopher Rudolf Steiner were instrumental in highlighting the growing schism between the human and the natural world, and the need to reconnect with nature. The relevance of what they had to say is perhaps even more relevant today than it was at the time, as if they foresaw the great challenges that humanity now faces. Neither Jung or Steiner were Druids, but their understanding of nature and the place that humanity should take within it has much in common with modern Druidry.




  The Druid movement, while still obscure, continued to grow quietly as the 20th century progressed, as the human population and both industrial and military technology continued expanding at an ever-increasing rate.




  It had been realised by the turn of the 20th century that nitrogen played a vital part in plant growth and experiments in nitrogen fixation (from the air) led to German scientist Fritz Haber developing a process to create ammonia, which was the basis for nitrate fertilizers. However, the Haber process was initially used mostly to make explosives for use in World War one (WWI) and far more extensively with other processes, by the participants of World War two (WWII), particularly in America.




  During and particularly after WWII the manufacture and use of nitrogen based artificial fertilizers increased dramatically, with its use continuing to rise world-wide into our current century, despite the well-known negative effects on the environment.




  Again, during WWI, the use of chemical agents as weapons (poison) against troops was first implemented by the French. However, there are accounts of using crude smoke weapons by the ancient Chinese, Romans and Greeks, but WWI was the beginning of chemical weapon use; although in fact it had been seriously considered earlier - during the Crimean and American Civil wars.




  After WWI, research into chemical weapons continued unabated, with rapid advances in synthetic chemistry, although this was kept secret. A by-product of this lethal industry was the creation of pesticides, such as organophosphates and the organochlorine DDT, before and during WWII. Most of these chemicals were originally developed with the intention of using them in warfare. It was in the post-war years that many of the compounds developed in the war effort were repurposed as herbicides and insecticides.




  In the post war period, restrictions on esoteric knowledge and what was generally referred to as ‘witchcraft’ were lifted, enabling a rebirth of Paganism and interest in the magical arts, that had hitherto been necessarily underground. Interest in esoteric matters and religions from around the globe blossomed in western society, particularly during the massive social unloosening of the 1960s. At the same time, the beginnings of the environmental movement took hold, gathering pace, in no small part, due to the work of Rachel Carson and publication of her seminal book ‘Silent Spring’ in 1962.




  Although she was largely ridiculed at first, her work was instrumental in the eventual outcry against toxic pesticides such as DDT and its eventual withdrawal, due its catastrophic effects on the environment, including humans.




  The sudden boom in interest in conservation and protecting the environment coincided exactly with both the hippie culture and the resurgence of interest in the esoteric arts, including Druidism. Although the hippie movement was a passing phenomenon, both the Druid and environmental movement have continued to grow and become more mainstream. Although environmentalism is generally secular, the Neo-Pagan and particularly the Druid movement has embraced environmentalism as part of its core values, as awareness of humanity’s total dependence on a healthy ecosystem has grown.




  While the environmental movement has gathered strength, so too has industrialisation and social change brought on by globalisation. With that too has come the acknowledgement that climate change is at least in part due to human influence on the planet and its ecosystem. Despite the fact that the human population has risen from about 1.5 billion in 1900 to over 7.8 billion now, government, academic and business organisations tried to dismiss the obvious truth that we have reshaped the world to our needs and heavily impacted on all other life here.




  Now that it is largely accepted that humans have had, and continue to have, a huge impact on the life of this planet, we as a species are still not able to agree on how to solve this problem, now and in the future, despite huge political efforts to address the situation.




  While we wait for politicians to legislate to deal with the difficulties ahead of us, the problems such as deforestation, desertification and loss of biodiversity continue to plague us and, in many cases, this worsens as time passes. Rather than just accusing the politicians of ‘fiddling while Rome burns’, which changes nothing, perhaps we all need to do more ourselves to improve the situation for both ourselves and future generations.




  Part of taking an active role in bringing positive changes to a very environmentally pressured world is re-engaging or engaging far more with the natural world, in our everyday lives and this is where the Druid garden comes in.




  Although we know little about what the ancient Druids did in terms of gardening, we can extrapolate their holistic world view in the context of modern Druidry. In effect, the whole world becomes a garden that needs to be tended and protected, when viewed from a modern Druidic standpoint. Of course, one does not need to be a Druid to be interested in gardens, protecting the environment and saving the planet from cataclysmic destruction. However, Druidism does offer a distinctive spiritual viewpoint and knowledge that can be incorporated into the practical actions we take. No less, Neo-Druidry often incorporates and adopts methods and practices from other cultures and spirituality where it seems appropriate to integrate them.




  One does not need to be a Druid or an environmentalist to see that humanity now faces unique challenges to stop and reverse the destructive trend of the last few centuries, that has brought us to a now recognised crisis point. The actions that human beings take during the remainder of this century, and perhaps even the next few decades, appear to be crucial to the future of all life on this planet, not just human life. If indeed, as many scientists have concluded, we are now living in the Anthropocene era, we cannot just rely on nature to fix itself. We have to discover and implement creative ways to heal the damage that we have done and ensure that our future existence has minimal negative effects and far greater positive effects on the geological and biological systems that we interact with.




  Obviously, technological innovation can be greatly helpful in bringing about positive results, but I do not believe this alone will save us from destroying our species and many others along with it. I sincerely believe that we have as much to learn from the past in terms of harmonious and non-destructive living as we do from the future. Many techniques and methods that have been considered obsolete, traditional or alternative are being found to be highly effective and far less destructive than much of the industrial and technological methods, that often create as many problems as they solve.




  There has to be a place in our future for the spiritual as well as the technological, for the ancient as well as the modern – after all we are not just logical beings, we have physical, emotional and spiritual aspects to our existence that increasingly need to be factored into life, if we are to succeed in avoiding a dystopian future.




  A holistic, integrated approach to our own immediate environment is a good starting point and this is where this book humbly intends to act as a launch pad for ideas that may be helpful in transforming our own lives and our relationship with the world of nature. Unfortunately, our understanding of the Druids’ approach to agriculture, gardening and general living is quite limited, so in neo-Druidism we are forced to ‘fill in the blanks’ as best we can. Hence, much of what I have to offer here is not Druidic in the traditional sense, although I consider it suitable to integrate with a Druid’s point of view.




  I hope that this work proves to be useful to those who would describe themselves as on a Druid path, but I also hope that those who are simply interested in gardening or helping the environment will find it equally interesting and helpful too, regardless of whatever spiritual beliefs they may or may not have.







  



  Chapter 2




  Gardening Through the Ages
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   “Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it.” George Santayana (1863 - 1952)







  In the beginning there was no such thing as gardening. We are all familiar with the story of the Garden of Eden, but this is most probably a metaphor for the primordial state of the world when humans lived much like other animals. In our primitive state humans were hunter-gatherers, our ability (or perhaps desire) to manipulate the environment was very limited – we caught or hunted animals and gathered grains, berries and plant foliage or roots.




  It is guessed that after the ice-age ended, perhaps around 10,000 BCE, man began to discover cultivation, i.e. the beginnings of farming. Estimates for when this started vary enormously and are impossible to prove or disprove and the same applies to the level of human population at that time – often considered to be about five million people. If one considers that the human population was very small at this time then it is likely that in most areas of the habitable world there was an abundance of all life – huge quantities of both animals and plants that precluded the necessity for cultivation or animal husbandry.




  Whether it was due to expansion in population, accidentally acquired knowledge or the desire for an easier existence, humans did begin rudimentary cultivation and domestication of some animals. It is possible that this began in one place or in many different locations around the planet. With civilisation evolving at very different rates around the world, it is likely that small communities began agriculture while most others continued as hunter-gatherers. Even today, small societies of hunter-gatherers still exist in parts of Africa, Australia and Asia.




  Historians often disagree about when agriculture began although recent archaeological finds might offer some clues. The prehistoric stone temples of Göbekli Tepe, constructed at least as early as 9000 BCE, are an immense undertaking which could not have been undertaken without massive organisation, including the means to feed a large workforce.




  It has been suggested that the huge amounts of butchered and cooked animal remains are those of wild animals that had been hunted nearby. However, given that hundreds of people would have been required to construct the 20 circles so far found (only 5-10% of the site excavated) a small army of hunter-gatherers would be needed to feed the workers. Although there is no evidence of permanent settlements, farming or agriculture at the site at the time, evidence of corralled animals and domesticated wheat has been found only miles away, from approximately 500 years later.




  The feat of feeding such a huge workforce, purely from hunting and gathering, appears so huge that it seems hard to imagine how it could have been achieved. Perhaps rudimentary growing and keeping of animals had already started near enough for these people to be kept fed? Perhaps, these workers were kept fed by early forest gardeners who brought herds of animals, bread and vegetables to the site?




  Without far more exploration of the region, no-one can be sure of how these people managed to survive during the construction period and this may still remain unknown, even after full excavation. The fact that a man-made stone structure with complex carvings existed at least as early as 9000 BCE came as a shock to world, demonstrating how much we do not know about the origins of civilised human behaviour.




  Whatever the exact starting point may be, the earliest form of gardening is regarded as forest gardening, thought to have developed within the tropics in forest/jungle land, near rivers or in wet regions such as deltas or monsoon foothills. In such places cultivation of plants would have been relatively easy – valuable trees, bushes, vegetables, herbs and even medicinal plants would have been encouraged and protected whilst those that were not useful would have been removed. A series of layers (generally seven) is created using as much diversity as possible, which has many benefits.




  At its beginnings, forest gardening would have made perfect sense, given that the human population was very small and most of the land mass had become covered in trees in the period after the ice age ended (the interglacial that we are still in). This method of gardening is highly productive, sustainable over long periods of time and very ecologically sound. Approximately 12 thousand years later, despite the massive changes in terrain, forest gardening still exists in Africa and Asia and has inspired pioneers within the modern Permaculture movement, such as Robert Hart and Geoff Lawton.




  As human populations grew and people became more widespread there was an expansion into other areas, where forest gardening was more difficult or unsuitable. Around 9000 BCE is the earliest known evidence of enclosure of land, presumably for the keeping of animals and for the production of crops to eat. This was the beginnings of farming as we know it, highly practical and with little or no aesthetic purpose – anything grown that was not for food was almost certainly for medicinal or other practical purposes.




  It is generally thought that domestication of plants and animals began in Mesopotamia and spread to near-by regions, archaeological evidence certainly indicates the domestication of cattle, goats and pigs in that area and also cereals and pulses in very ancient times by Neolithic people. There is also strong evidence of early agriculture in China and Thailand, with it also spreading into Europe, the Americas and southern Asia by around 5000 BCE.




  By this time the human population was beginning to expand relatively quickly, which most probably meant that a hunter-gatherer lifestyle was becoming unsustainable in many areas, hence an increasing dependence on agriculture was necessary to sustain and increase human communities. Having discovered what plants were edible and pleasant to eat, it was possible to collect seed and clear land specifically for growing of crops. It was also discovered that plants could be cultivated and bred to produce more useful or better strains than their wild antecedents. The same was applied to wild animals that could be selected for desirable properties, such as docility or high milk volumes, and bred to produce domestic livestock.




  In order to facilitate these new methods of providing food, it was necessary to both clear land and enclose it – to prevent animals from escaping or being attacked/stolen and also to protect crops from being damaged or eaten. Rudimentary fields would have sprung up around cave dwellings and later on around homes made of branches and reeds or mud bricks. However, there was probably also a large level of reliance on nomadic herding and hunting.




  The invention of the plough made cultivating the ground and sowing crops easier, leading to the possibility of larger communities – towns and eventually cities. Ploughs were originally designed for hand use, but by the emergence of civilisations in Mesopotamia (Sumer), Egypt and India the use of animals such as oxen had made this far more efficient. As city states developed into empires, farming had necessarily become advanced in order to be able to support large urban populations.




  The Sumerian civilisation (in modern day Iraq) made extensive use of irrigation in what was not a vastly different climate from today. Summers were hot and winters much wetter and cooler, with floodwater inundations allowing the widespread use of irrigation channels to provide water for agriculture. It has been suggested that the first ornamental gardens came into existence in Mesopotamia, but there is no surviving evidence to prove that this is the case. Tablets have been found that describe the use of herbs for medicinal purpose, so from that we might conclude that herb gardens were grown for medicinal and culinary use.




  Archaeological evidence of horticulture in Sumer and Egypt can be found from the fourth millennium BCE, with references in mythology and tomb inscriptions of planting of large trees to provide shade, presumably for both people and smaller plants, with later tomb examples detailing gardens of the deceased.




  In Egypt, trees were planted in the cities as sacred groves, around tombs and within domestic gardens, with fruit trees such as date palm, fig, or nut bearing trees being most popular. From military campaigns, trees and plants were brought back from abroad and introduced, such as the pomegranate tree. Images carved for Tuthmosis II in a Karnak temple clearly show plants (from Mesopotamia) being accepted as tribute in the form of fruit trees from conquered territories.




  Dating from around 2000 BCE, a wooden model was found in the tomb of an Egyptian official, which clearly represents a domestic garden, with trees and a rectangular pool. Around 2000 species of flowering and aromatic plants, in desiccated form, as well as depictions have been found in excavations of Egyptian tombs.




  The Egyptians believed that the gods were pleased by gardens, hence most temples were surrounded by, or close to, gardens which had a religious value, often featuring trees associated with the gods of the Egyptian pantheon.




  As well as food, the Egyptians grew many flowering plants, particularly fragrant ones, that were used in religious ceremonies, as were the perfumes and oils made from their flowers or foliage. Examples of perfumes and fragrant oils have frequently been found within tombs, that were presumably used in funeral rites and interred along with other grave goods.




  Like the Sumerians, the Egyptians were fond of brewing beer (from cereals) but they also grew grape vines from which they made wine and they also grew olive trees, mostly for the production of oil.




  Even in its infancy, agriculture ran into problems – continual planting, harvesting and replanting of fields led to eventual depletion of soil; with the lack of fertility forcing communities to move to new areas – often ‘slashing and burning’ to clear new areas as still occurs today.




  In areas where irrigation was common, growing of crops was sustainable for much longer periods of time, although even this could become impractical in time. Mesopotamia is the classic example of the failure of irrigation – over a very long time period mineral salt levels built up in the soil due to evaporated irrigation water and the drawing up of salts from lower levels in the soil. In effect, the very thing that made the land fertile, irrigation, eventually led to the soil salination becoming so high that it was toxic to plants. It is thought that by around 2000 BCE the land around the Tigris and Euphrates rivers had become unusable for agriculture, thus being the main factor in the demise and collapse of the Sumerian empire. Even today, irrigation can be problematic, with salinity build-up being a major concern, as well as the increasing scarcity of fresh water in many areas of the world.




  In Egypt, the Nile river has been the major source of water for agriculture and horticulture since the earliest human settlements. Irrigation is still used today in much the same way as it was in ancient times, however the annual inundations have been regulated since the 1970s. This has prevented unpredictable floodwaters but is also thought to have prevented the depositing of nutrient rich silt onto the land during flooding, and also prevented the washing away of much of the salinity that builds up in the soil due to irrigation. Huge subsurface drainage projects have been undertaken to help deal with the salinity problem and artificial fertilizers are now extensively used to make up for the lack of nutrient deposits. The lack of sediment deposits is also thought to have contributed greatly to coastal erosion.




  Gardening is regarded as having spread to Europe via Greece and Rome via the older civilisations of Egyptian or Mesopotamian cultures. However, gardening also developed in other cultures such as India and China. The Hindu Rigveda (approx. 1500 BCE) describes cultivation and growing techniques although many experts believe that agriculture in the region may have begun as early as 9000 BCE.




  As early as 2500 BCE, sugar cane was cultivated in India, later to be discovered in around 500 BCE by the Persians and later the Greeks. Although the Indians developed the process of crystallizing sugar around 500 BCE it remained a luxury commodity, produced almost exclusively in India until the 18th century. It was imperial colonisation which brought broad agricultural and social changes, due to plantations, as the Western demand for sugar increased.




  In ancient China, around 3000 BCE, there were already written manuals describing medicinal use of herbs, which also appeared in Mesopotamia at a similar date. About 300 years later, hemp and rhubarb were cultivated in China. Records exist of imperial parks and gardens going back to around 1600 BCE in the Shang dynasty – for hunting, pleasure and food production, although this may well have begun much earlier. As with India, agriculture is thought to have begun much earlier in China, and China was in fact home to many innovations that were largely unknown in other countries until much later. Cast iron ploughs were known to be in use after the invention of the blast furnace in 475 BCE. Around 200 BCE seed drills were being manufactured to greatly increase the efficiency of seed sowing, that had previously been done through hand scattering. Evidence of wheelbarrows exists in murals from around 100 CE, although this innovation may well have been invented much earlier.




  In the Americas potatoes are thought to have been domesticated from perhaps 8000 BCE, in the Andes, by ancestors of the Incas, but confirmed evidence only exists from around 2500 BCE. Maize, squash and beans had all been domesticated in this region by 4000 BCE. Over three thousand potato varieties exist in the South Americas, spreading throughout the continent, although only a handful of varieties were introduced to the rest of the world by the Spanish, from the mid-16th century onwards – leading to vulnerability to disease in many modern potatoes, due to lack of genetic diversity.




  As agricultural techniques gradually improved and development of better varieties of crops by crossbreeding occurred, the provision of sustainable food supplies for large populations became easier, although still subject to the ravages of natural disasters. Greater food security and stable civilisations made the cultivation of gardens for aesthetic reasons possible, although this was confined to royalty in antiquity and gradually became more common among nobility and wealthy members of society, as time passed.




  As already mentioned, ornamental gardens existed in Mesopotamia, Egypt, China and other parts of Asia. In Europe it appears that gardening remained somewhat more utilitarian until later on. If we consider the writing of Homer on the garden of Alcinous which, although impressive, was given over to production of fruit, grapevines and vegetables. Perhaps later Persian influence may have led to the development of ornamental gardening in Greece and subsequently in Rome.




  It was the Persians that created perhaps the most famous garden in history – the hanging gardens of Babylon, one of the seven wonders of the ancient world. Reputedly constructed by King Nebuchadnezzar II, for his wife Amytis, sometime after 605 BCE. It was described as a series of tiered gardens with walls of brick, within the confines of the royal palace/citadel, that was irrigated from the nearby Euphrates river. However, no archaeological evidence has been found at the site of Babylon and there are no extant records of it from the time - its earliest descriptions are from about 300 years later. Some consider these gardens to be purely mythological but it has also been suggested that they have become confused with the earlier gardens at Nineveh, built by Assyrian King Sennacherib, some hundred years earlier. Bas relief pictures of the gardens and aqueducts have been found at the city (modern day Mosul in Iraq) and Sennacherib’s own writings describe his achievements in creating canals with sluice gates, aqueducts and water screws to bring water to his gardens.




  Darius I (born 550 BCE) is reputed to have had a ‘paradise garden’ – a typically Persian walled garden that was usually rectangular and often contained water features, as well as cultivated trees and plants. His invasions of Eastern Europe and Greece may have been the beginnings of cultural exchanges that increased greatly after the takeover of the Persian Empire by Alexander the Great, after 334 BCE.




  Alexander’s conquests not only introduced Greek culture into Persia and beyond but led to Persian influence in Greece and its western possessions, leading to an increased interest in ornamental gardening, as opposed to horticulture for purely practical purposes. Greek philosophers such as Aristotle possessed impressive gardens, which was inherited by Theophrastus (who also wrote about plants). Epicurus also owned a garden where it is believed he taught his students. Ptolemaic ideas from Alexandria, in Hellenic Egypt, and those of Roman Lucullus, who conquered the Pontic kingdom, had great influence on the development of gardening in the Roman world. Lucullus, returning to Rome in 66 BCE with immense plundered wealth, spent much of it on civic projects including extensive gardens in Rome constructed in the Persian style.




  By the beginning of the common era, the world population had grown to an estimated 170 million people. Rome had transformed from a rural agricultural society into a city state kingdom, a republic and finally an empire that reached from western Asia and north Africa into the western edges of Europe. The large estates in Italy that supplied the Roman cities were commonly managed by overseers (hired by absentee owners) who farmed the land with the use of slave labour from wars and dependent tenants. Rome also relied greatly on imported foods such as olive oil from Spain and grains from Egypt. By the time of the collapse of the Roman empire, serfdom was well established within Roman agriculture and this system was introduced throughout its conquered territories.




  In much of north Africa, the Middle East and Asia, agriculture and gardening was long established, however much of Europe (outside Roman territory) remained as relatively simple tribal kingdoms with unsophisticated agriculture. Gradual interaction with or conquest by the Roman republic and later empire led to the introduction of Roman ideas. Small communities that often lived in tiny fortified villages with the lands around for farming and hunting were gradually transformed by building of roads, clearance of forest and construction of towns in the Roman style. Romans taking possession of formerly wild territories built extensive villas and farmed the land in a network of fields around, in much the same way as was done in what is now Italy.




  The Romans adapted earlier Persian rectangular gardens, adding semi-circular and geometric alcoves, columns, fountains both in public and private settings, and often within the courtyards of their villas. Romans are generally credited with the invention of topiary (training and shaping of perennials) as well as the spread of many species of plants across Europe – roses, leeks, turnips and various fruits.




  Roman civilisation not only had a huge cultural effect on the human population, especially of Europe, but massively transformed the landscape of conquered territories. A huge empire required massive income from war loot, taxation and from trade, and the Romans were more than happy to exploit largely untapped resources in their dominions. Over time this led to extensive deforestation, construction of large urban centres with roads connecting them and division of land into estates for large scale farming. Throughout the Roman provinces slave labour and peasant tenants were utilized, which formed the basis of the later feudal system. By the time of the collapse of the Roman empire, in the early 5th century CE, serfdom was well established in Europe.




  Following the introduction of Christianity into the Roman empire, by Constantine, censorship of non-Christian literature and knowledge gradually increased from the mid-4th century onwards. This not only affected religious texts but all knowledge connected with generally polytheistic religions and philosophy throughout the empire. Huge quantities of books were burned by clergy and their followers for the most tenuous of connection to Paganism, leading to a catastrophic loss of classical culture and knowledge, long before the collapse of the Roman empire.




  While all aspects of horticulture continued to prosper outside of Roman control, in places such as Persia, Arabia, China and Japan, it dramatically declined in Europe following the chaos of Rome’s decline; although in the eastern Roman empire (Byzantium) classical culture (including horticultural knowledge) remained to some extent. In the mid-6th century coffee was domesticated in Arabia and a system of flower arranging was developed in Japan. Meanwhile, the Roman Church kept alive much of the horticultural knowledge of the Romans with its network of enclosed monasteries and convents being able to grow food, flowers, medicinal herbs and produce alcoholic beverages such as beer and wines.




  In the extreme edges of Europe (Ireland, Scotland and Scandinavia) the Romans had little or no influence and people probably used long established techniques that may have begun developing in the late Neolithic period. Certainly, archaeological evidence of agriculture in the British Isles exists from around 5000 BCE but knowledge of the non-Roman practices, well into the medieval period, is hard to find.




  In Scandinavia, the farming practice Landnám, based on separate winter and summer (shieling) methods and locations, is thought to have originated during the Roman empire period in Sweden and Norway. It is documented to have been introduced into Iceland and Greenland from the 9th century but being inappropriate for the volcanic soils there, led to widespread erosion and environmental degradation. This method of farming revolved around animal husbandry with livestock for milking and eating kept on high ground, from spring to autumn in or around forest areas, some distance from residential farmsteads that were on lower ground. These lower grazing areas were left fallow until the winter when those animals that were not slaughtered were brought down to the settlements. This system was introduced across much of northern Europe by Viking conquests from the 8th century onwards.




  In Ireland, the Druids were the learned elite of society until the gradual conversion to Christianity initiated by St. Patrick. Druidic knowledge extended far beyond religious functions, including the arts, history, administration of justice, healing and astronomy, and had also presumably included horticulture. While it is often regarded that Celtic learning was purely oral in nature, it is documented that compendiums of knowledge were commissioned by high kings long before Patrick arrived. In the early 5th century Patrick ordered the destruction of all works of the Druids, being considered Satanic – a clear indication that a body of literature did exist. Presumably what has survived of ancient knowledge (reproduced by monks) was sanitised to be acceptable to the Church, or survived through oral transmission until more tolerant times. As a result, like the Druidic culture of Britain and Gaul, only fragments remain of how they lived and their botanical and horticultural knowledge.




  While post-Roman Europe suffered centuries of turmoil, horticultural traditions were kept alive in Moorish Spain (from 711 CE) and in the Eastern Roman Empire of Byzantium. In Spain, the Moors extended and improved irrigation systems created by the Romans and also introduced new crops such as citrus fruits, peaches, figs, apricots, sugar cane, spinach, artichokes, cotton and rice. Vineyards were cultivated despite the Muslim prohibition of alcohol, presumably just for the fruit. Crocuses were grown specifically for the production of saffron, from the stigma and styles collected from the flowers. Mulberry bushes were planted in order to enable the cultivation of silkworms for the production of silk, another valuable commodity which had originated in China in the 4th millennium BCE.




  In Japan, developing out of sacred rock arrangements around 5th century CE, gardens developed gradually as both spiritual and ornamental places, utilizing natural stone arrangement as a central feature. Garden design began to be documented from around the 10th century CE, with the form continuing to develop into the modern period.




  In (formerly Byzantine) Egypt, the Arabs expanded the irrigation systems that were already highly developed, enabling wheat and other crops to be exported. In the Byzantine empire silkworms were also introduced for cultivation and Persian and Roman horticultural ideas still flourished until the empire’s gradual decline.




  In most of Europe the horticultural innovations of Roman and earlier cultures were kept alive by monasticism. Although responsible for the destruction of perhaps ninety percent of all classical writings, the Church through its monasteries, preserved much of what we have of classical literature as well as classical knowledge of gardening, herbal medicine and botany during the ‘dark ages’ of feudal Europe.




  In Byzantium the monastic tradition, although differing from that in most of Europe, was also widespread and was significant in the flourishing and retention of horticultural knowledge. Monks grew food in and surrounding the monasteries. Although archaeological evidence is scarce, monastic foundation documents and accounts of Byzantine saints describe gardening practices of the period.




  Through most of Europe gardening was kept alive by monasticism, in the early medieval period, although based on practicality rather than aesthetic considerations, this was generally consisting of kitchen and medicinal gardens, orchards, vineyards, cloister garths (grassed quadrangle) and pasture for animals. Some cloister gardens would have been more complex, as places of rest and meditation, perhaps including a fountain or fish pond. At around the same time, development of the manorial system from the Roman model continued to flourish, with a feudal lord employing the forced labour of peasants of one or more villages within the confines of the estate. A typical estate could be as much as 800 hectares, operated in much the same way as monastic estates, although primarily for the benefit of the lord instead of a religious community.




  Often manors were entirely self-sufficient, providing not only food, vegetables and meat but also fish, honey from bees, bread (from their own mill and bakery), wool, leather and dairy products (from livestock), oils and alcoholic beverages. What originally began as a two-field system (one fallow) evolved to the Roman model three-field system, described as ‘food, feed and fallow’ until eventual enclosure of open fields and gradual adoption of a four-field system, from the early 16th century onwards.




  Up until the beginning of the Renaissance in 14th century Italy, Europe could be said to have stagnated culturally. Pace of change was indeed slow and new ideas were not forthcoming or readily accepted, to a large extent. This was changed by the unsuccessful crusades against the Islamic world, plagues (the mid-14th century black death particularly) and the gradual decline of Byzantium. The printing press, developed by Guttenberg, also had a tremendous impact on the dissemination of ideas across Europe. Although widely credited with the invention, moveable type had in fact been invented in China (using clay blocks) around 1041 CE, four hundred years earlier.




  A flood of scholars from Asia Minor (Byzantium) and interaction with the Arabs, who had retained translations of classical literature, initiated a revival of interest in the classical culture of ancient Greece and Rome. This took hold primarily in Florence, spreading quickly to the powerful Venetian state and eventually Rome and the Papal states.




  Rediscovered works of Pliny (younger and elder), Varro and Ovid inspired a renewed interest in both gardens and architecture, leading to a move away from the enclosed (walled), purely functional, monastic style gardens into a more open and more aesthetically pleasing form. Alberti, writing in the 15th century, on architecture, advocated the creation of gardens for viewing from the house and that these gardens should be designed with a pleasurable experience in mind. Obviously, such indulgence was only available to those of significant wealth, but none-the-less his ideas were highly influential and spread, along with the renaissance generally, to France and throughout Europe eventually.




  The renaissance in Italy created an interest in botany and plants generally, outside the confines of the monastery, where interest was mostly medicinal. The university of Padua spearheaded this renewal with the first chair of botany and renewed study of medicinal plants. In 1543 Padua created the first botanical gardens, bringing in plants from all over Europe, nations that traded with the Venetian state and eventually all over the world. Initially focusing on medicinal plants, it imported exotic species, which it was necessary to protect from theft by building a circular wall around the gardens.




  The Padua gardens set a trend that spread throughout Italy and France and gradually to most countries in Europe. Likewise, the general interest in gardens flourished throughout Europe, particularly among royalty and aristocracy as a demonstration of their magnificence and power - to their rivals and to the public.




  Renaissance gardening, as well as showcasing the wealth and sophistication of the owner, demonstrated man’s mastery over nature – with formal styles of gardening developed in Persia and Rome taken to new heights. The Italian gardens inspired the French renaissance gardens, which were even more opulent than their predecessors. They featured elaborate water works and fountains, container plants, formal topiary and hedging as well as complex paths, stairs and ramps interconnecting the various sections. Designed to illustrate measure and proportion as well as the cultivated tastes of the owners, they also often featured architectural elements and statuary reminiscent of ancient Rome.




  The renaissance garden in turn influenced the increasingly elaborate and complete French formal garden, typified by Versailles of King Louis 14th. Such gardens were usually flat, geometrically and symmetrically arranged. They were more integrated with the grand house or castles they surrounded and different sections connected or flowed into each other better. This represented the peak of artificiality and the desire of man to manipulate the natural environment, primarily for pleasure. Incredibly expensive to create and maintain, their popularity declined by the end of the 18th century as the less formal English landscape garden and Chinese styles began to become popular.




  Colonisation of Ireland, by the English, had resulted in the decimation of Irish forests, primarily for making charcoal (for iron), barrel making and ship building. With as little as one percent of its once immense tree coverage left, it was in the estates of the wealthy colonists that this trend was reversed. Having the land, cheap indigenous labour and the wealth to do so, the Anglo-Irish created impressive gardens and parklands, clearly influenced by renaissance and English gardens and importing large numbers of foreign species. Even today in Ireland, much of the broadleaf woodland and substantial gardens dates from the Elizabethan period onwards, created by the colonial aristocracy.




  Not long after the deforestation of Ireland, by the British, much the same occurred in Britain itself with the onset of the industrial revolution and the land clearances in Scotland. With increases in population, clearance of forests increased for use in farming and for charcoal used in iron production and other industry. By the end of the Stuart period there was so little timber available that it was imported from New England and Europe. The economic and population growth of the industrial revolution continued to worsen the problem with the decline in forest habitats, continuing until after World War I. A similar situation existed in most of Europe and in the USA, due to industrialisation and increased demand for farmland.




  With the wild natural forests disappearing at an alarming rate, wealthy private individuals began planting and developing the picturesque garden style, particularly in England, inspired by the romantic movement. Although still contrived, it attempted to emulate the natural landscape rather than the overly manicured baroque style. For those with sufficient wealth to do so, it was possible to create idyllic landscapes, often featuring lakes, follies (such as fake ruins) as well as a wide selection of native and imported trees and shrubs.




  Meanwhile, with increasing urbanisation and growing impoverished populations, most people were too busy trying to survive to take an interest in gardening. If they did possess any land at all it was almost definitely given over to the growing of food and the keeping of any animals. As common land continued to shrink, as well as forest, it became increasingly difficult for ordinary individuals to maintain pigs or other livestock, unless they owned sufficient land themselves.




  With increased urbanisation and a noticeable decline in the rural environment it became evident that there was a need for public parks and gardens. Throughout Europe, parks and gardens began to develop in urban settings through the 18th century, initially only for those who could afford them. However, as urban centres continued to grow around the world, the creation of generally free public parks by governments increased, as a much-needed resource for a world human population that had passed one billion by 1800.




  With ever-increasing international trade and travel, plant and animal species continued to be transported around the world, often unintentionally, leading to problems of both disease and invasive species. Well-known examples of such are rhododendron plants in Europe and rabbits in Australia. By the end of the 20th century, with gardening becoming a common hobby in much of the world, huge numbers of non-native species have been transferred all over the globe. Some of these plants have propagated themselves so successfully that they have become highly problematic invasive species, along with the accompanying pests and diseases that have been spread by plant exports.




  From the mid-18th century, primarily from the work of Johann Friedrich Mayer, gypsum began to be used as a fertilizer but with little understanding of how it benefitted plants. Manure had long been used in agriculture and in the 19th century Guano (desiccated bird and bat faeces) became widely traded, copied from longstanding agricultural practices observed in South America, by Europeans. It was collected in the Americas, Caribbean and Africa, mostly for export to USA and Europe until saltpeter and the beginnings of nitrogen-based fertilizers led to its decline in the later half the of the 1800s.




  As understanding of plant biology and chemistry increased, artificial fertilizers became more popular in gardens and in agriculture particularly, with industrial processes making it cheaper as the technology progressed. In the early 1800s, pioneering fertilizer companies were established in England, with European and North American competitors emerging shortly after. By the 1870s, the international industrial fertilizer trade was well established, competing with the Guano market. During World War I, nitrate production for fertilizers shifted dramatically to its use in making explosives. With a British blockade, saltpeter exports to Germany were curtailed, forcing them to successfully develop synthetic nitrates. Post war, these techniques were used in production of nitrogen-based fertilizers, with innovations of ammonium-based compounds from the 1920s onwards.




  Beginning in the 1930s, the so called “Green Revolution” began to take place, primarily affecting agriculture but also eventually transforming public and domestic gardening practices to a huge extent. From a labour-intensive process, involving also animals and large quantities of organic manure and naturally derived fertilizers, traditionally produced seed and long-established watering methods, horticulture was transformed in a few decades. Use of new crossbreeding techniques to produce desired hybridized plants, increased reliance on artificial fertilizers and pesticides, advanced irrigation and mechanisation and consolidation into larger scale farms, all served to both increase efficiency and transform the basic look and methods of horticultural practice, that had previously evolved slowly.




  By the 1960s these technological innovations had led to massive growth in the agro-chemical industry and combustion-engine machinery, primarily in USA and Europe, with the new technological philosophy being exported around the globe in developing countries as the century progressed.




  This was not without its doubters and significant setbacks (such as the DDT pesticide scandal) and the establishment of growing alternative ‘organic’ movement in horticulture. Never-the-less, the situation today is that most of the developed and developing world, both agriculturally and domestically employs modern techniques, largely to the exclusion of time honoured and proven natural methods. At this point in time horticultural commerce spans the globe with a decreasing number of companies controlling the markets for agrochemicals, technical equipment, plant and seed production and ever-increasing and worrying innovation now at a genetic level (GMOs). For all its benefits, the negative effects of this highly technological approach are now becoming increasingly evident - degradation of land due to deforestation, over-grazing and over-farming, huge run-off of soil and nutrients into rivers and seas.




  Wildlife has been hugely affected too, with increasingly large-scale farming there are whole areas of monocultures, giving a barren environment for animal life and little or no plant diversity permitted. The same can be seen on a smaller scale in towns and cities where verges and borders, as well as gardens consist almost entirely of grass, sometimes with not a single plant, shrub or tree to be found. While governments and organisations may be aware that such a situation is unhealthy, little has changed in practical terms in many countries, despite increased efforts to educate people about the need for bio-diversity.




  What appeared to be a significant benefit to humanity has turned out, over time, to be far more of a problem than could be imagined, due to a non-holistic and extremely narrow view of our actions and its effects on the whole environment. However, it has not been all bad, at the same time as the ‘green revolution’ began to take hold, it gave birth to a counter movement that rejected the whole ethos of technological horticulture, long before it was proven to be flawed. Organic farming was a term first used by Walter James in 1940, who viewed the farm as an organism that functions best with an ecological, holistic approach. The beginnings of this movement go further back, before the term ‘organic’ was used, with the response to the shift towards artificial fertilizers in the early 1900s, primarily in Germany.




  The first organised response came from occultist philosopher Rudolf Steiner, formulating theories and practices known as Anthroposophic Agriculture, which he presented in the form of lectures from 1924 onwards, initially farmers from six countries attended but interest soon spread, although on a small scale, throughout Europe. This system, later called Biodynamics, which is basically organic agriculture, also incorporates spiritual and astrological elements within its methods. Although Steiner’s ideas are somewhat unconventional, described as pseudo-science by mainstream horticulture and agriculture, they have proven to be at least as effective as conventional organic methods. Tests carried out in Germany show that it gives better soil health efficiency than conventional farming. Although still not widely accepted, Biodynamics is now practiced in over 50 countries around the world and continues to grow as an alternative to intensive conventional methods.




  Permaculture, like Biodynamics, is closely related to the Organic Movement, although it is a system based on observation of natural ecosystems and forest farming, still found in some cultures. The term is a contraction of the words permanent and agriculture, coined during 1978 in Australia by Bill Mollison and Holmgren, with the release of the book Permaculture One. Although incorporating earlier ideas of no-dig gardening, forest farming (mostly from Australia and Japan) it was developed as a complete system of agriculture. It was intended as an alternative to conventional growing which they saw as damaging soil and water, over-using resources, causing topsoil and biodiversity loss and relying on artificial inputs such as fertilizer.




  The core principles are ‘care for the earth’; ‘care for the people’ and ‘settling limits to population and consumption’. The system works by integrating different layers of growth – trees, shrubs, herbaceous plants, etc, an eighth layer (fungi) also often incorporated. The garden is generally divided into several zones surrounding the home, worked with varying intensity, some of which are allowed to grow wild. If a garden is created using the 12 design principles described in the permaculture design course it should be provide a sustainable eco-system that is self-contained and provide an abundance of food and wood products without the need for external input.




  Permaculture, while still a very small movement, has moved far beyond Australia, being taken up around the world with the encouragement of the founders to the Permaculture Design Course, for their students to spread and teach the system as a sustainable system of growing. Since the 1980s Permaculture has expanded in scope beyond just agriculture to incorporate an integrated and alternative mode of living that encompasses ecological housing, economics and social aspects. As such, Permaculture is now a complete way of life, rather than just a system of agriculture and the term is now more accurately described as Permanent Culture, reflecting its wider mandate as a complete sustainable way of life. Having spread across Asia, Europe and the Americas since the 1970s, the movement continues to grow and becomes increasingly relevant as the problems of conventional farming are becoming continually more evident over time.




  While Biodynamics and Permaculture remain a minority interest in both agriculture and gardening, interest in Organic growing (particularly food) has increased significantly in the period after World War II. This growth was greatly accelerated by the awareness (1960s onwards) of the adverse effects of pesticides and artificial fertilizers on the wider environment, soil heath, watercourses and ultimately the world’s oceans. By the 1990s, after pressure for regulation and standards, certification was introduced in Europe and North America. Since then the interest in Organic methods and the market for Organic products has rapidly increased, despite the far higher prices associated with Organic products. Today Organic products extend far beyond food – healthcare, beauty, household and textile products can all be bought as certified Organic.




  While Organic food has not been conclusively scientifically proven to be more nutritious than conventional food, studies have indicated that the level of pesticide by-products is much lower (e.g. 1/6) in Organic produce. Also, Organic food has no or negligible GMO content, which given the doubtful safety of this technology, means it is improbable that it would suffer from any undesirable effects that GM food may have.




  So, over time, one can see a gradual transition from basic techniques in the growing of food to an increasingly technical and mechanised method of both agriculture and recreational/amenity gardening. In most of the world, in any areas that might be called developed, the evidence of this change is highly apparent and has become increasingly widespread and noticeable from the second half of the last century.




  We now live in a world where, for the first time, more than half of people live in urban environments, 80% of the world’s tree cover is gone and wild spaces are increasingly lost to agriculture. In urban areas biodiversity is in crisis, as apart from public parks, most cities and towns have little or no green spaces. People are busy and have little time or energy to spend on keeping gardens, never mind growing their own food, and so most gardens are monocultures of grass with few or no ornamental plants. In some cases, even the lawn has been removed in ‘architectural gardens’ where concrete, stone, gravels and metals replace the soil with more easily maintained structures and plants become a novelty feature in an otherwise sterile environment.




  In my travels around various cities - London, New York, Los Angeles, Chihuahua, New Delhi, Paris, Berlin and many others I could not fail to notice the general absence of the natural world, with what few plants and trees there are struggling out of confined spaces, in a stifled and polluted atmosphere. Of course, efforts are being made to ‘green’ cities and reclaim some of the wasted space, but with ever-increasing demand for housing and office space, such efforts are dwarfed by the constant need for expansion.




  Even in rural areas, small towns and villages are becoming increasingly urbanised and agriculture is gradually being upscaled, with small farms being consolidated into larger and usually more industrialised operations. The gardens and grounds of business premises I see are most often almost entirely closely cut grass, surrounded by fences or walls, with hedges and hedgerows losing out to the easy maintenance of an artificial barrier.




  Most gardens are bereft of biodiversity, with few or no trees and what shrubs and plants that are to be found are most often entirely foreign to the landscape and of limited benefit to wildlife. Especially lacking from most gardens are not just plants in general, but native species that are generally most beneficial to wildlife such as birds, insects and small mammals, that struggle to survive in countryside that has been increasingly stripped of their refuges.




  What has now become ‘normal’ to most people is in truth far from normal, if considering the vast history of human civilisation. Human societies have degraded or even collapsed localised environments in the past, but only recently has it taken on such a grand scale and become the dominant way, so successfully that, now nature is effectively ‘on the run’ from us. Our obsession with a tidy and ordered world, where everything is under control is undermining the very building blocks of life, forcing wild and vibrant nature into a smaller and smaller corner of our planet.




  This all sounds rather grim and pessimistic; however, it is not all bad news – there is still hope for change and the means to bring it about. Part of the tragic demise of the natural world around us has been a backlash against the destruction and destructive modes of living. This movement is growing, not just in the area of Organic farming but as a general awareness of a need to change, which has launched guerrilla gardening, increased community initiatives both in rural and urban areas and growing concern for our forests and remaining wild spaces. It has also launched a social and political response such as Friends of The Earth, Greenpeace, and more recently, Extinction Rebellion.




  While there is increased pressure for governments to take action to change how society treats the environment, with changes in education offering hope for a major transformation in attitudes towards nature; it is at a basic personal level that we can make the most difference. Whether living on a massive farm or in a tiny urban apartment, we can all participate in gardening in a healthy and positive way, that will help to make a difference - this is what this book is all about.
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  At the core of making a difference is understanding – by understanding what we have been doing wrong we can set about doing things the right way. We need a way that is in balance with the natural world and which is nurturing for life and the earth, rather than destructive.




  Humans did not set out to damage and degrade the planet, that has arisen as a side effect of our innovation and success as a species. However, now that history is proving that our disconnection from the natural processes of life is damaging everything, including ourselves, we still have the opportunity to turn things around by working with nature instead of against her.
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