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In August 2023 I completed my year-long, part-time horticultural traineeship at Horatio’s Garden London & South East. This was part of the Working and Retraining as a Gardener Scheme (WRAGS) through the Working for Gardeners Association (WFGA). I really appreciate the support of the Christopher Lloyd Bursary towards the fee for the traineeship, otherwise I wouldn’t have been able to take part.

I started as a volunteer at Horatio’s Garden and fell in love with it, so I couldn’t pass up the opportunity to be the trainee gardener there for a year. It was a chance to spend two full days each week working with and learning from the Head Gardener, Ashley Edwards, alongside the brilliant team including the Garden Administrator, Tracey McCarthy, the Arts Activities Assistant, Lauren Fiszzon and all of the volunteers. I did this alongside working in private gardens and studying for the RHS Level 2 at Capel Manor College.

Horatio's Garden is such a horticulturally interesting place, bringing a beautiful, colourful and dynamic garden designed by Tom Stuart-Smith to the doors of the spinal injury centre. It is a tranquil, therapeutic and accessible space where patients, and their families and friends, can take time away from the hospital ward and be surrounded by nature.

My traineeship gave me time to learn about growing and maintaining a beautiful garden to a high horticultural standard, with a really wide variety of plants including many herbaceous perennials. I developed as a gardener and built my horticultural knowledge and skills, including in propagation, composting, planting and transplanting, lifting and dividing, managing pests and diseases, and identifying plants - amongst many things. 

It was also an opportunity to learn more about therapeutic horticulture and how gardens can benefit physical and mental wellbeing. I ran one-to-one gardening sessions with patients, often in the greenhouse sowing seeds, watering, or potting on seedlings. These sessions gave patients a chance to work on their physical rehabilitation and, just as importantly, gave them a chance to have a chat and focus on doing something completely different, outside of the hospital environment. Some even got to take home a plant they had potted on or had the chance to eat a cucumber they’d grown from seed. One of the best parts of the traineeship was spending more time with patients, their families and the volunteers, getting to know everyone better and seeing the positive impact the garden has on them.

I was part of the wider team of the charity, which is nationwide, and was lucky enough to visit and work with the Head Gardeners in other Horatio’s Gardens in Stoke Mandeville and Salisbury. Both of these have the spirit of a Horatio’s Garden but differ so much in their design and planting. So it was a great opportunity to work in different gardens and with different plants, such as trimming native hedging in Salisbury and pruning trees in Stoke Mandeville. Another highlight of the year was having the opportunity to spend two days helping to plant the Horatio’s Garden ‘Best in Show’ garden at the Chelsea Flower Show 2023, followed by two days helping during the show week. It was a great experience to be a small part of bringing it to life. It was all down to the great teams from Harris Bugg Studio and Ryan Alexander Associates, supported by Project Giving Back, who worked really closely with the Horatio’s Garden team, patients and their families, to design and build an uplifting, beautiful and fully accessible garden. It will be the eighth Horatio’s Garden, going to the Northern General Hospital in Sheffield, where it will support thousands of patients, relatives and NHS staff for years to come.
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