By Phil Penfold.                                                                         Gardens 1.

Over one hundred gardens will be open to the public throughout the summer in Yorkshire alone…normally private spaces that will open up for one or two or three days to allow the public to get a glimpse of what is going on behind the garden wall or over the privet hedge.  But don’t be fooled into thinking that these all belong to the grand houses of the region…

Last year, well over three million pounds was raised in England and Wales through the generosity of people who love gardens. And many hundreds of thousands of pounds came from Yorkshire alone.  How do they do it? It’s simply because the owners of private patches large and small – from those with many dozens of acres (and more) to others which are modest 250 feet-long plots – generously opened their gates to visitors, and charged an affordably low entrance fee. This year, they’re hoping to raise even more as the summer progresses.

They are all members of the National Gardens Scheme, which was started in 1927. Back then, and over eighty years ago, the organisers wanted to raise money to commemorate the late Queen Alexandra, who was a celebrated lover of all things horticultural, and the cash went to assist several medical charities and nursing foundations with which the popular consort of Edward VII had been associated.

Things have changed a little, because the NHS now takes care of most of our basic health needs – public hospitals and medical services don’t rely completely on charitable help any more. So today, the National Garden Scheme concentrates on beneficiary charities like Macmillan Cancer Support, Marie Curie Cancer Care, Help the Hospices and Crossroads – Caring For Carers. But many of the garden-owners additionally specify local charities which they like to support, and divide their “take” at the end of their open day. In the past ten years alone, the NGS has handed a whopping £25 million to good causes, and is beloved of the grateful recipients. Well over half a million people picked up the NGS Yellow Book last year, or the regional booklets, and visited the scheme’s gardens.

Out of well over 3,700 gardens open during 2011, one hundred and seventeen are in Yorkshire. The vast majority are private properties, although a few belong to the National Trust. The numbers go on increasing – about seven hundred new gardens are added very year. “But”, cautions the NGS from their Head Office in Guildford in Surrey, “about six hundred gardens drop out and leave us – for a great many reasons. The owners might have become quite elderly, and don’t feel that they can put in the commitment any more. Or people may move home, and the new owners don’t want to take part.  Or maybe they are just taking a year out to redesign parts of their gardens. The reasons are many, and varied, but the good thing is that the numbers are constantly going up – not down! We jokingly call the ‘drop-outs’, whether permanent or temporary, the ‘Three d’s’.  Death, divorce and disaster.

“In these cash-strapped times, the charities we support are so grateful to us because a lot of major sponsors have either fallen by the wayside, or have temporarily (they hope) pulled their horns in. Everyone is feeling the pinch, and charities are not excluded.”

Twenty-two of the gardens in the Yorkshire guide booklet are new this year. And the range of settings in the full list is extraordinarily varied – everything from a 13th century garden at Coveringham Abbey, to Georgian mansions, and the 250 feet long plot that is lovingly tended by Ray and Anne Breame at their home in Wheatley Hills, Doncaster. “There’s a completely inaccurate belief”, says the NGS, “that all the gardens that open belong to the very rich, and to the ‘landed gentry’. That’s absolute rubbish. There’s a complete range of properties involved, from the pocket-handkerchief plot, to rolling acres’.

If Ray and Anne of Jasmine House in The Grove are in the former category, then Jane Hudson (who is the Assistant County Organiser for West and South Yorkshire), her husband Neil fall into the latter, with three acres of land in Lower Cranshaw, Emley, near Huddersfield.  “The thing that unites us all”, she says, “is that we are all enthusiasts, and we all want to share our passion for the gardens, with other people.  It’s not ‘showing off’, at all, although some people might think that comes into it.  They couldn’t be more wrong. What could be more pleasurable than letting other gardeners see what you’ve achieved, having a great day out, and also raising some money for something special?”

And, points out Anne in Doncaster, “It’s not an expensive way of spending an afternoon, is it? The entrance fee varies from place to place, but generally it’s about £2.50 or £3.00, (this year ours is only £2.00!) and children get in free. Then we all do light teas, with cakes or buns, things like that, and they’re very reasonably priced.  So a family could spend a few very enjoyable hours for little more than a tenner – and if that isn’t good value, I’d like to know what is.”

One of Ken and Anne’s chosen local charities in recent years has been the locally celebrated Aurora Trust, which assists people who are coping with, or who have had, cancer. Jane and Neil will be handing over a proportion of the “gate money” to the local church. Both have selected other causes over the years. While Anne bakes all her cakes on sale, Jane opts to and over the catering side to a specific charity, who take all the proceeds for their hard work. At most of the open gardens, the owners also increase the cash by selling surplus-to-requirement plants to their visitors.

Each of the gardens is carefully vetted before the “open” posters go up. There are health and safety rules and regulations that have to be observed, and the NGS has learned a lot over the years that t can pass on to would-be participants in the scheme. “A very charming lady came over to look at our garden when we first thought of opening up, about twelve or thirteen years ago”, says Ray, a retired plasterer who also manages to cultivate two large allotments, “and I got a bit worried, to be honest with you, because she wandered around with me and didn’t say a word. Nothing.  I thought ‘She doesn’t like this one bit’. But at the end of the tour, she turned and said that she’d been enchanted and that we had the green light to open up.  But she them pointed out that we’d have to tell visitors that there were a few light slopes and steps, that the walkways were pretty narrow and that there were ponds. Every eventuality has to be covered.

“We don’t have wheelchair access – a lot of the gardens in the scheme don’t. If we were a public garden, it would be obligatory under government legislation. It’s little things like that.”  He has to be prompted to reveal that over the years he’s won every single category in the yearly Doncaster in Bloom competitions, and that he’s interested just as much in the wildlife in his garden as he is in the plants themselves. 

Jane and Neil (“I’m the obsessed gardener, he’s the one who cuts the lawn and keeps the paths weed-free!”) took on their garden in 1996.  Only back then it wasn’t a garden at all, it was land surrounding a 1690’s farmhouse on the Pennine slopes which had been put up for building development – and for which planning consent had been denied. A natural stream runs through the grounds, which Neil dammed into a succession of ponds. Anne and Ray, meanwhile, moved into their home from another property just around the corner, and completely re-vamped what had been a “pretty tired” suburban garden with “a lot of very weary and ancient rose trees” into a breath-taking area that is full of fascinating plants and nooks and crannies. Ray (65) chuckles: “There’s a little seat in an arbour at the bottom of the garden, and many times Anne and I have thought ‘Well, that’s the end of the guests for today’, and we’ve popped down there and we’ve found a visitor with a cup of tea, just quietly sitting there, enjoying the peace they’ve found”.

Both these very different (but completely dedicated) pairs of owners welcome many hundreds of visitors each time they open their gates. “People are unfailingly courteous and generous”, says Ray, “and I can’t recall a single cross word or complaint. You see, we all have something in common.  Even when we’ve had a rainy day, they still turn up.  Maybe not quite so many, but it takes more than a shower to deter a garden-lover.”

Jane hasn’t – as yet – been able to visit Ray and Anne, but she says: “I just wish that there were more like them. What we all have in common, I hope, is that we are inspirational to our visitors. People go away thinking ‘Ah, well, if they can do that and grow X, Y or Z there, then I can do this that and the other back at my own home. They might see that there’s rather more to gardening than having a lawn and three flower beds. That they can let their imaginations run riot”.

What Ray and Jane also share is their total dedication – each of them spends six or seven (or more) hours a day in their garden, or in Ray’s case, on his nearby allotment, which supplies very nearly year-round fruit, vegetables and flowers for the home. “Anne”, says Ray proudly, “is a damned fine cook!”.

How did they first find out about the Open Gardens events? “We were visiting the Harrogate Show a dozen or so years back”, says Ray, “and we saw the NGS stand, and we picked up a few leaflets, and a rather nice lady said ‘If  you’re that interested, why don’t you open up your garden as well?’ I said ‘Well it’s hardly on the grand scale’, and she said that it didn’t matter what the size was, it was how it looked and what it contained…”

The NGS maintain stands at all the major shows and events, and they point out that: “Of course, a lot of visitors will relate far easier to Ray’s plot, because it’s so much like their own. But what we love is that every garden, like every owner, is different. Everyone is inspirational in its own way.” 

Carol Klein’s two television series about the NGS and their open gardens did much to publicise the schemes. But Ray hasn’t been that far behind. His plot has featured several times on various TV and radio shows. “People are always stopping him and saying ‘We saw you the other night on Sky’” laughs Anne, “and we thought ‘That’s odd, because we only ever appeared on Gardener’s World the once, and a couple of times on Look North’. And then the penny dropped. The BBC syndicated the programme, and it’s always popping up in repeat screenings!” 

“A garden”, says Jane Hudson, “should never be a chore. Yes, there’s a lot of hard work involved. But it always should  a pleasure, and give you a sense of fulfilment. And you know what? When we’ve had a visitor’s day and someone says ‘Thank you SO much’ as they leave with a smile on their face, you know that you’ve pulled it off. Shared satisfaction, and a sense of achievement – that’s what it is all about!”

* Ray and Anne Breame’s garden is open in Doncaster this year on Sunday, June 5, from 1.00pm  until 5.00pm, and by appointment at other times.  Contact them on (01302) 361470. 
* For further information on the National Gardens Scheme, visit www.ngs.org.uk - many libraries and garden centres stock free copies of their booklet which lists locations, times and days of opening, and entrance fees, as well as other useful information about accessibility. Many of Yorkshire’s participating gardens will also open by prior arrangement to small groups.
