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5 ways the new RHS Bridgewater is paving the way
forward for public gardens
A masterplan that started from scratch has helped to make this new garden
accessible, sustainable and inclusive
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15 May 2021 • 5:00am

   1

Caught in the halo of the city of Manchester’s programme of investment and
reinvention, the new RHS Garden Bridgewater has an air of edginess and intrigue
to it that I have never felt from anything else the RHS has done.

When offered the chance to go for a sneaky gander before it opened to the public,
my speedy “yes” was prompted by both lockdown day-trip withdrawal and the
chance of an access-all-areas recce.

A new RHS garden is a big moment, and it comes with the promise of doing things
differently to appeal to a new crowd, including younger and less experienced
gardeners, who may be put off by grand horticulture.

The RHS has, rightly or wrongly, been criticised in recent years for being behind
the curve on important issues. Particularly by gardeners who have been fast to
adopt sustainable practices such as no-dig and peat-free compost and who are
more likely to make ecological choices, such as shunning plastic grass.

Diversity and inclusion have also been big issues, with calls during 2020’s Black
Lives Matter protests for the RHS to do more to make gardening open to all. With
the blank slate of Bridgewater, can the RHS show that it has been listening?

Community thinking

Bridgewater has been created from scratch, based on a master plan by designer
Tom Stuart-Smith. The benefits are immediately obvious: everything is much more
accessible compared with other public gardens. Walking through the Welcome
Building and past the lake, the garden is right there before you.

Local community is at the heart of the garden; I was surprised to find large
hexagonal raised beds empty of plants so close to the entrance. But these beds are
to be used by nearby residents for growing. I found this invitation to grow more
exciting than the spring bulb walk leading to it, beautiful though it was.

A public garden with large areas for local people to grow? That is different.

Well-being first

Linked to the community garden is an area for well-being by Ben Brace,
horticultural projects manager and garden designer. Brace says he designed the
layout around three main activities: “Doing, moving, reflecting.” A series of circular
paths allows people to explore without going too far; a thoughtful concept that
allows dementia patients freedom to roam while carers can still see them from a
distance.

Plants such as Phlox paniculata ‘Monica Lynden-Bell’, Sanguisorba ‘Joni’ and
Panicum virgatum ‘Northwind’ were selected here; Brace finds they’re good for
“restoring attention by including a variety of textures, shapes and naturally
complex patterns”.

In a corner of the well-being area is a therapeutic garden, managed by Ozichi
Brewster, giving real teeth to the RHS focus on well-being.

Local doctors have been prescribing patients with a dose of gardening in this space.
The hope is “people referred on social prescribing will be inspired to grow their
own perennial soft fruits, herbs, fruit trees and a wide range of vegetables”, says
Brewster.

Brewster also aims to include other activities: “Tai chi, mindfulness… hoping the
general public can also participate at different times of day.”

Edible inspiration
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Sylvia Travers, team leader at the inner walled garden  CREDIT:  RHS / Mark Waugh

The original walled garden has been given a new layout, including a vast kitchen
garden designed by Harris Bugg Studio and Sylvia Travers, team leader of the inner

walled garden. It is split into three areas: a herbal garden, a fruit and vegetable
showcase, and a revolutionary forest garden.

Travers has a PhD in pomology – the science of fruit-growing – and was on site
when the pandemic hit in March 2020 and delayed Bridgewater’s opening by a
year.

But Travers highlights the positives: “We made it into staff allotments, so nothing
went to waste. Because the beds were new, there was some waterlogging and
compaction, and it gave us a chance to see what worked and what didn’t.”

Travers wants people to see how the RHS is not only catching up, but leaping
forward: “The RHS is evolving to become more sustainable, so the formal kitchen
garden is both organic and no-dig. It will be mulched every season with mushroom
compost; I don’t have time for digging and want to help the soil. Growing food
with no-dig and no pesticides is still seen by some as ‘alternative’, so bringing it
into the RHS is quite a big thing but, based on the vegetables we grew last year,
it works.”

Forest gardening

Alley cropping is the way market gardeners grow rows of fruiting trees or shrubs,
leaving ‘alleys’ between them to shelter smaller vegetables or fruit.

“Fruiting trees create edible wind breaks,” Travers explains. “This is is also good for
wildlife, and attracts predatory insects to control pests. It’s a highly productive and
sustainable use of space.”

Bridgewater is one of the best examples of forest gardening I’ve seen; you could be
mistaken for thinking it an ornamental mixed border, except everything is edible or
usable. “Forest gardening is very much perennial planting,” says Travers, “you
don’t replant, and anything annual must self-seed easily”.
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Visiting a garden at its inception is a rare opportunity for gardeners to learn, seeing
how newly planted areas look, then returning to see how they’ve developed in years
to come. Living a short drive away, the benefit to local visitors like me (from
Hebden Bridge) is being able to see what grows best in our conditions; a living
catalogue of ideas to jot down for great results at home.

Travers is keen to assure people that this is an RHS garden with a difference:
“We’re not a show garden, we’re a working, living, breathing garden. For people to
come in and see us doing something makes it real; it’s a garden that will always
change and we professionals make as many mistakes as any amateur – I want
people to see that. But gardeners are never afraid of failure, it happens all the
time.”

It’s this approach that sums up Bridgewater. Yes, there are beautiful borders to
impress, but there is more space here for “real growing” and early visitors must
prepare themselves for some bare soil and empty beds. While some may find that
surprising, to me there is nothing more exciting than bare soil ready for planting,
especially for people wanting to learn.

Top herbals 

Teas and tinctures 

Green fennel

Agastache ‘Alba’

Nepeta ‘Six  Hills Giant’

Echinacea purpurea

Hyssopus officinalis

Beauty and perfume 

Dyes 

RHS Garden Bridgewater, Leigh Road, Worsley, Manchester M28 2LJ
(rhs.org.uk/gardens/bridgewater; 0161 503 6100)

Rosemary ‘Miss Jessopp’s Upright’

Echinacea ‘White Meditation’

Geranium ‘Mrs Kendall Clarke’

Coreopsis ‘Mahogany Midget’

Dahlia ‘Arabian Night’

Delphinium ‘Benary’s Pacific Black Knight’
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I came away inspired to try it at home. Sea buckthorn trees (Hippophae
rhamnoides) are planted for berries that can be used in jams, surrounded by
gooseberry bushes and blackcurrants, with Japanese wineberry and hops growing
up industrial metal columns. All are underplanted with ground-covering wild
strawberries, edible woodruff, sweet cicely and burnet.

“It’s not a new system,” Travers emphasises, “it’s been going on for millennia based
on principles of layers: taller trees, smaller trees, shrubs, herbaceous plants,
ground cover and even fungal mycorrhizal relationships below ground. As it

matures, we plan to grow mushrooms. They all interconnect and benefit each
other”.

Visit and get involved

A view of the Kitchen Garden in summer 2020 CREDIT RHS / Neil Hepworth


