Protecting our local Historic Gardens
When visiting historic gardens or parks in your local area, have you ever stumbled across overgrown statues, walls or ditches and wondered at their former glory? Have you ever gazed at venerable ancient trees and questioned who planted them and why?  Are you curious to learn more about the history of gardens?  Do you want to hone your research skills, learn how to interpret maps and how to survey a landscape?  Are you keen to ensure that historic gardens are recognised and protected in your area?  If the answer to any of these questions is ‘yes’, then read on…
The Sussex Gardens Trust (www.sussexgardenstrust.org.uk) is a charity promoting the conservation and appreciation of gardens and parks in our area, and part of a family of 35 gardens trusts around Britain working together under the umbrella of the Association of Gardens Trusts (www.gardenstrusts.org.uk).  We are embarking on a project to develop Local Lists of locally significant parks and gardens which will be incorporated into the local authority’s Historic Environment Record.  We aim to ensure that important sites are recorded and protected from development.  We have already worked with Wealden District Council and are now focusing on the Rother and Hastings area, then rolling out across the county.
Our campaign is supported by a new government initiative to encourage the development of Local Lists through partnerships between local organisations like the Sussex Gardens Trust and local authorities.  Local Lists record and recognise sites of historic and cultural interest to the community, including buildings, monuments and special places, as well as parks, gardens and designed landscapes.  The south-east especially suffers from development pressures of many kinds, and without the information and recognition given in a Local List, many historic sites are vulnerable to inappropriate change or lack of proper maintenance.  Gardens can suffer from decay or damage to built structures, views can become blocked by self-sown trees, water features no longer function as intended, surfaces of paths and drives become degraded, and garden buildings are subject to damp, cracking and even collapse.  We want to prevent this happening to the gardens we value in Sussex, but we need help to make this possible.
We offer training courses in how to research a site, including practical sessions on identifying historic features on maps and using archive resources, and we put on our wellies (or sunhats!) to carry out a site survey.  We will establish the purpose of Local Listing, explaining why it is important for conserving our garden heritage and how you can contribute.  You will also be introduced to the methodology of writing up a site report using the format developed by English Heritage for the National Heritage List, where all types of heritage of national importance are recorded (www.english-heritage.org.uk/list).  The training courses are free of charge and lunch and refreshments are provided, giving you the opportunity to meet others with similar interests.
No previous experience is necessary to join our small team of volunteer researchers – you will be given all the training and advice needed to contribute to our project and your involvement, however large or small, will help to protect our garden heritage.
Please contact Jennie Starr who will be happy to discuss how you can contribute to the project and enrol you on our next training course.  Tel 01323 461310 or email starrhouse@clara.co.uk
