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I have been working at Culpeper Community Garden for over 6 years now. 
The garden is a precious oasis in one of London’s most densely populated 
boroughs. It provides a unique model for a community run greenspace 
providing individual gardens for local people who do not have their own, 
supported gardening sessions for people experiencing disadvantage - adults with 
learning difficulties or mental health issues, alongside being a beautiful public 
garden which is free and open to the public 365 days a year. 

Culpeper is 35 years old and is one of the oldest community gardens in London. 
It’s won many awards, including a National Certificate of Distinction from 
the RHS in 2015 and is regularly Best Community Garden in Islington in 
Bloom. Children call it the secret garden and walking in gives you a feeling of 
discovery. Islington has very high levels of inequality and Culpeper provides a 
beautiful, safe place for people to meet, play, relax and learn about the natural 
environment. One old Islingtonian feels: “This garden is a place to belong to in 
a fast changing city” and London in Bloom described the garden as “social and 
therapeutic horticulture at its best”.

During the last 4 years, alongside my work at Culpeper I have run the 
gardening programme for Room to Heal. They support refugees and asylum 
seekers who have experienced torture and we have been slowly creating 
a garden at the Mildmay Community Centre. Gardening and nature are 
universal experiences that most people share no matter where they are from and 
the garden provides an effective therapeutic way to start conversations, create 
community. “We eat that! We eat that back home!” The excitement is palpable 
as she sees the callaloo. Another explains,“This is my connection with my 
childhood - the happiest time in my life” and simply this: “When I’m working 
in the garden, my mind goes quiet, and I’m peaceful for a while.”

Introduction

“When I step on to this ground, I feel 
part of something good.”

“I was running all the time - 
here you  can breathe.”

Harvest! One of five collaborative screenprints commissioned by the Open Society 
Foundation, about working in the garden and rebuilding life after torture.

This work has given me a strong interest in how we create gardens which 
benefit people. How we can create these special spaces in our increasingly 
urban environment that make people feel good, improve their health and 
benefit the whole community that surrounds them. 



TOKYO

The Greater Tokyo Area is the most populous metropolitan area in the world - an estimated 
13.6 million people live here compared to 8.6 million in London. The pressures on space are 

extraordinary - you can rent a tiny capsule to sleep in, or a hotel room by the 
hour. People work incredibly hard, to the extent that it is a recognised problem 
in Japan and they have a specific word for death by overwork: karõshi. Long 

hours, few holidays and pressured stressful work environments are commonplace. Here in 
the UK workers are increasingly routinely work longer hours than in the rest of Europe and 
stress, mental illness and suicide rates are rising. Japan has also experienced an economic crash 
caused by an asset bubble followed by years of sluggish growth and poor economic recovery. 
It’s another high-tech, industrialised, capitalist, global society with many parallels with the UK 
but based on very different cultures and traditions. The traditions of garden design in Japan 
and Europe are built on very different foundations and I’m curious to know how the Japanese 
garden sits within contemporary society and what we can learn about creating gardens for 
wellbeing and learning. 

One of the most striking examples of contemporary, urban, community gardening are the 
rooftop Sorado farms. I visited the one at Ebisu. The sorado farm is on top of the station but 
the word ‘station’ does not prepare you for the gigantic shopping and dining complex which 
covers Ebisu. Three tower blocks packed with high-end shops and beautiful boutiques, and 
no-one has heard of the garden. I have not yet realised that due to traditional politeness 
Japanese people are compelled to help you and give directions even if they are not sure 
where you are going. I ask at least five people and traverse the heights and breadths before 
being finally escorted there by a friendly young man called Brian who took me back to the 
information desk, translated and then continued with me up to the roof. Less people speak 
English here than I’ve become accustomed too and there is no other common language to fall 
back on as you sometimes can in Europe. My Japanese is sadly, predictably hopeless.



I speak to a young couple who are growing sweet potato, radishes, onions, 
and some greens we can not find a common name for. They say it’s not hard 
work – people at the farm water everyday so they just need to come once or 
twice a week. We make a good attempt at conversation with the little English 
they have and my nonexistent Japanese. They are enthusiastic about the project 
and have just signed up for another growing season. It is not cheap to have a 
garden here – plots cost £720 per year and you can pay extra for watering, 
pest control, and even harvesting if you’re busy. Gardeners sign up every year 
for the growing season and the vegetable plots are safely behind locked gates so 
visitors can not be harvesting.

It’s a practical solution with public ornamental areas alongside private rented 
areas for people to grow food.

This stressful and disorientating search increased my appreciation 
of the garden when we finally arrived. Up here above the crowds 
it’s peaceful and quiet. There are a few gardeners working – their 
small children running around in between the flower beds. It’s 
very clean and neat. There are lots of herbs and scented plants in 
the central areas – salvias, geraniums, rosemary.

The Sorado farms were started by the East 
Japan Railway Company: “We’re promoting 
the greening of the city,” says Makoto Kawada. 
“We started this vegetable garden business out 
of a desire to contribute to the environmental 
maintenance and the revitalization of the area 
along the train line.”

This is not a charitable endeavour. East Japan 
Rail have articulated the social and economic 
benefits above but they are indirect and 
the direct costs of the garden must be met 
somehow. Especially as the garden employs 
staff. These costs are presumably covered by 
the annual charge that the gardeners pay. I 
don’t think this is currently a model which 
is being used in London and though highly 
exclusive due to the price, it could be another 
model to add to the range already employed  
in London.

Shinjuku station eats me alive. It’s a sprawling creature with a multiplicity of tracks, exits and 
levels. I’m almost in tears by the time I re-find the locker with my rucksack in it.

Ebisu Green Garden



Linji Yixuan who 
founded Rinzai 
Buhdism seems 
like a surprisingly 
fearsome character 
compared to my 
preconceptions 
about Budhists; 
including shouting 
and beating in 
his teaching, in 
the context of 
non-word based 
teaching. 

He taught: Live your own life simply as it is and acceptance, and this seems key to some of 
the importance given to nature and natural forms.     

These apples cost £1.85 each

These packs of two persimmon cost over £4 

Tokyo is a dense, urban environment where 
extensive subways and malls mean that you can 
go a long time without seeing daylight. 

Land is clearly precious here - people grow 
many things in pots alongside their houses 
and the individually wrapped pieces of fresh 
fruit are expensive compared to Europe. 

I went to an exhibition on Zen to learn more 
about the culture which created many of the 
gardens I am visiting. 

I am also mainly nonverbal here. It’s a 
strange sort of disassociation not being able 
to communicate. I’m reminded of the feeling 
conveyed in Lost in Translation frequently, 
especially as the Suntory brand is everywhere. 
I may also find it peaceful.

The towers are high in Shinjuku and this area 
is intimidatingly urban. I take the elevator up 
to the top of the Metropolitan Towers. The 
view is stunning - interesting skyscrapers, two 
large park areas and a few roof gardens but not 
that many.

Buddha: “before enlightenment; chop wood 
and carry water. After enlightenment; chop 
wood and carry water”

The benefits of  
humble tasks and 
working with nature 
are enshrined here 
and much teaching 
is done through 
observing nature or 
using metaphors  
from nature.

Sengai: the dharma of dogs



Koishikawa Korakuen Garden
Originally built in 1629 it’s a kaiyu-style (circuit style) garden with woods and man-made 
hills centering on the pond. It’s heavily influenced by Chinese landscape design. The name 
comes from Song dynasty scholar Fan-Zhongyan and roughly translates into this helpful 
guide for the ruling elites, instructing them to: “worry before all worries of the world and 
enjoy after all enjoyments in the world.” 

The garden is designated a Special Place of Scenic Beauty and Special Historic Site by the 
Cultural Assets Preservation Act. It’s unusual for a place to have this double designation.

The garden contains many famous scenes in 
miniature. This is an interesting theme in 
Japanese garden design and one of the ways 
that both natural and cultural landscapes are 
bought into the garden. 

Engetsu-kyo, the full moon bridge is 
attributed to Chinese Confucian Zhu Zhiyu. 
It’s high semicircular arch creates a full moon 
when joined with its own reflection. It’s 
structural poetry and I would love to see how 
it changes in different types of light.

Mitsukuni the lord who 
completed the garden, 
made a paddy field here so 
as to teach the hardship of 
farmers to the wife of his 
heir. It is now used by local 
school children to help 
them learn about nature, 
tradition and their culture.

The garden has information in a range of 
languages, including a calendar that shows what 
will be in flower  
in each month. 

There is a man singing in the gardens. 
I want to say how nice it sounded but 
when I turned around they had gone.



To understand the gardens it seemed 
important to get a sense of the landscape. 
Japan is a mountainous country with  a 
climate that ranges from temperate in the 
north to tropical in the south. Ryuokyo 
Gorge is in the mountains above Nikko.

It’s known that the approach is sometimes 
more exciting that the arrival, and the walk 
to Ryuokyo falls demonstrates this – giving 
away its beauty one footstep at a time.

Ryuokyo Gorge

I buy a bag of hot chestnuts 
and eat them by the waterfall 
watching the light amongst 
the leaves. 

This scene unfolds around 
you – smooth white stone 
rising from turquoise water 
against autumn leaves of 
orange and red.

It’s much colder here and even 
the ferns growing in the trees 
have turned autumnal gold. 



Nikko

I don’t understand gifts here – I bought some 
sweets for the kind lady at the hotel and she 
gave me a gift in return!

In Nikko it’s busy – a Saturday in Koyo (autumn colour) season and there are long queues of 
visitors. Nikko itself is mainly surrounded by evergreen trees but there are many famous Koyo 
viewing spots near by and we are packed on to the bus like cattle. Nobody really complains. 
It’s incredible – the sense of tranquillity that the customary politeness achieves even in crowded 
areas. I went to visit the Toshogu Shrine it an incredible, ornate shrine complex covered in 
intricate carving. The trees are spectacular - especially cedars and the atmospheric stone steps 
which lead you up through a cryptomeria forest to the grave of Ieyasu.

Rooftop view from hotel window



Kenroku-en

This is considered to be one of Japan’s three most beautiful landscape gardens. 
The name Kenroku-en means “Garden of the Six Sublimities” which are 
traditionally grouped in complementary pairs: spaciousness & seclusion, 
artifice & antiquity, water-courses & panoramas.

According to Chinese landscape theory reconciling these contrasting sublime 
attributes creates the perfect garden. It’s a challenging prospect and Kenroku-
en is helped by its relatively expansive 25 acres and the hills behind which are 
used as borrowed scenery to expand the panoramas. 

These open areas deny “the very possibility of shadows and privacy” but 
are contrasted by secret valleys and hidden nooks where it feels completely 
secluded. This privacy is something commented on by visitors to Culpeper 
and members of the refugee project also expressed wishes for secluded, safe, 
private areas in the garden. It seems right to argue for both in our parks and 
gardens as they offer different experiences and fulfil different needs - a big 
view gives us a sense of space, relief, a game of football, a secluded area we can 
be private - read or have a personal conversation. 

Gardens by definition contain a level of artifice but this pairing requires 
that within this nature can grow and age naturally giving an impression of 
antiquity and the timelessness of nature. Note to self: plant more species next 
to water which create good reflections. Weed more.

As is traditional, there are few flowers and the Azaeleas are tightly clipped - just this one! 

There’s a peace in the repetitive nature of the planting. It gives a coherence to 
large gardens such as Kenrokuen. The colours and shapes are harmonious and 
the repetition contributes to the overall design. 

The stroll is an integral part of Japanese garden design – peaceful and reflective 
but never aimless. A stroll garden offers visitors a route and a series of views or 
experiences to appreciate.

The Lords who created Kenroku-en shared a basic concept of gardening: 
“eternal life,” both symbolically and literally the garden should bring them and 
their descendents closer to this aim.



In contemporary Japan these gardens also function as a stage. 
You see many people promenading in traditional clothes, 
having their photos taken, or simply enjoying a day out in 
traditional style. 

In the winter it is also famous for yukitsuri 
- wooden structures built around the trees 
to protect them from heavy snow fall. The 
wooden tree supports in Japan are truly 
beautiful and inspiring and many people 
come here to learn the art. 

“The word kimono literally translates as “thing to wear”, and 
up until the 19th century it was the main form of dress worn 
by men and women alike in Japan”

Plants are also given time on centre stage - their flowing times mapped into 
the design to make sure that their is something beautiful for each season. 
Kenroku-en is famous for the way it transforms itself each season.



There is much that is familiar in the gardens here – old people walking, 
children playing and then there is so much that is new and incomprehensible. 
Something I think is Lotus. Trees laden with fruit - which I think are 
Persimmon. I wish I spoke Japanese.

The mountains are like heartbeats  
laid out against the sky

They form an eternal backdrop.

Train travels

Many of the systems and structures are the same despite the initial 
alienation produced by the different alphabet. The politeness and 
formality reminds me of old English manners.

I have a rail pass and the trains are 
amazing - punctual, spacious and 
outrageously fast.

I’ve seen many gardens from the 
window – I hope I will find a gardener 
I can communicate with properly. 
There are also quite a lot of fields 
planted with vegetables alongside the 
ubiquitous rice paddies.



Kyoto station

 It’s striking how many Japanese gardens are not designed to be walked in. 
They are designed to be looked at. They are designed for a viewer. This is in 
keeping with the Zen garden tradition which are said to “come alive in the 
mind of the viewer.”

It’s a significant difference and strange at first as my natural inclination is always 
to touch, walk in to or sit amongst the planting. This way is more in keeping 
with the practise of meditation and can potentially provide these benefits.

All tower blocks and big buildings 
should have public gardens on their 
roofs. Especially when the towers are as 
big as the ones here. They provide such 
respite and viewing points are a good 
natural by product of sky scrapers.

This garden is on top of 15 floors of 
shopping mall - one of the several 
towers above Kyoto station.



jizo-in
Known as the bamboo temple, this made one of the strongest 
initial impressions on me out of any of the gardens I visited.  
Located on a quiet side street and completely surrounded by 
bamboo it feels like a natural cathedral. The sound of the 
bamboo adds to the other worldly feel.

There was no one else there when I visited 
and sitting in the sun on the temple viewing 
platform was one of the most beautiful 
moments of my trip



Saiho-ji

It feels like heaven. You can take only a few extra steps and discover a new beautiful view. The 
height and the climb provide vistas as if you are deep in the woods – it completely transported 
me to another place. Not somewhere familiar enough to easily describe but it was wonderful. 
The closest feeling place I can think of is walking amongst the ancient oaks at the top of Ty 
Canol woods.

This temple still feels like a spiritual place - to begin our visit we copy sutras and I try my best 
at calligraphy. The serene monks chant the sutras and we are ready to experience the garden.

The plant selection is very restrained – there are hardly any herbaceous perennials. The garden 
is created almost entirely from mosses and trees and a carefully chosen selection of these.

It’s planted naturalistically and the moss carpets all of the ground.

After, in the cafe nearby I am asked to choose which tea bowl I would like. This makes 
me happy. As a child I would pick favourites but it seemed to be the sort of thing you were 
expected to grow out of. There’s an exquisite attention to details here – not in an anxious way, 
it seems peaceful. Everything is cared about here and there seems to be enough people to do 
the caring.

This garden completely lived up to my expectations and justified the lengths I 
took to secure permission to visit. The play of light is phenomenal. The moss 
is luminescent. I can not think of a better way to demonstrate to people that 
this is the Budha’s realm, and that life here can be beautiful than to create 
gardens like this.



The scrambling Morning Glory reminds me of my US Merlin trip, along with many others 
including Cedars, Acers, Asters and Chrysanthemums. There are climactic similarities 
between the regions and I have since learned that Japan and East Asia are known to have 
botanical similarities with Eastern North America. It's called disjunct distribution –  and it's 
defined as follows: “A taxon with a disjunct distribution is one that has two or more groups 
that are related but widely separated from each other geographically,” and this particular 
disjunction pattern was the first to be recognized by botanists. 

walking to Arashiyama

Even in Japan allotment sheds 
are messy!

There are many productive 
looking vegetable gardens in 
Kyoto. Some seem to have a 
single owner where as others 
look more like allotments.

The path along the river has been recently landscaped and 
their are wildflower plantings alongside



Okochi Sanso
Is a beautifully designed stroll garden. Narrow paths guide you between stunning views and 
wooded planting. Okochi Sanso is located on the slopes of Mt. Ogura and your walk between 
the trees opens up to spectacular views across Kyoto and the Hoku river. It was formerly the 

estate of the famed film actor Okochi Denjiro (1898-1962) and was opened to the public after 
his death. It is a lovely example of the use of borrowed scenery – the mountains drawn in to 
become part of the garden. Japanese garden design places high value on creating spaces where 
people can peacefully reflect. This seems an especially useful attribute now stress has become 
endemic in modern cities.

Bamboo and 
ophiopogon seem 
to grow well 
under trees – 
could attempt in 
dry bamboo in 
dry shade area at 
Culpeper.

Stroll gardens are inherently mindful – 
aiding meditation and contemplation. 
The route is entirely pre-planned.  
You do not wander.



Tenryu-ji

The garden  is a UNESCO site and was the first place in the country to win 
designation by the Japanese Government as a Site of Special Historic and 
Scenic Importance. 

The mountains around the temple are again drawn into the garden as 
borrowed scenery creating expansive views and expanded scale. 

As with much Zen garden design there are stories and layers of symbolism 
within layout: “Looking directly across the pond from the centre of the 
Hojo’s veranda, the visitor can see an arrangement of several large standing 
rocks. These represent the Dragon Gate Falls, a waterfall on the Yellow 
River in China. Chinese legend has it that any carp able to scale these falls 
turns into a dragon, a transformation that in Zen has come to symbolize 
enlightenment.” 

Hyakka’en - Garden of a Hundred Flowers.

As you walk up the slope away from the pond you are surrounded by flowering shrubs 
and more perennials than I had seen on my trip so far. This part of the garden is a 
much later addition – added in 1983. Enkianthus – I remember seeing in the Arnold 
Arboretum in Boston. Daphne is an interesting one – it’s underplanted here which 
looks lovely. I thought they were fussy but maybe that’s only in the UK. I’m keen to 
try this. The cotton rose (Hibiscus mutabilis) I discovered is hibiscus, mallow, Malvacae 
though not one I have ever seen before.

This lovely flower has been introduced to Japan before the Muromachi period. The 
pretty face of a woman is compared to this flower. The seed pods are very attractive and 
used for ikebana and dry flower arrangements.

blushing cotton rose — 
cooling her cheeks 
in the breeze

cotton roses flowering - 
the mandarin duck in the old pond 
is a widower 

The gardens of this temple are said to be some of the loveliest in Kyoto and 
I was doubly appreciative as it also had plant labels in English as well as 
Japanese! Zen master and founding abbot, Muso Soseki laid out Sogenchi 
Teien (pond garden) and it still contains its original layout.



kyoto botanical garden

I have never seen a papaya before – 
such an amazing tree! In fact, so many 
new and interesting plants to discover 
here and all helpfully named and 
labelled. 

It’s humbling and exciting to encounter 
so many Genera that I have never heard 
of. They have an extensive bamboo 
collection – interesting species like 
Phyllostachys bambusoides f. geniculata 
which grows in a zig zag pattern. 

Useful to see the native planting too - Japan has 
an amazing selection of evergreen shrubs and 
ferns, which naturally will have informed 
garden styles.



Ryoan-ji

This temple complex is a World Heritage site. This famous dry garden is surprisingly small 
– only 25m from east to west and 10m from north to south. 

The design has not changed much since 1799. The fifteen rocks are set amidst a sea of white 
gravel and edged with small areas of moss.

It represents nature yet contains not a single tree or blade of grass. 
“Wabi is a powerful design technique that uses simplicity and 
understatement to allow the viewer’s imagination to ‘fill in the 
blanks’”. 

It feels expansive, peaceful, suggestive, evocative - like the sea. 
The space refers you back to yourself in keeping with the Zen 
teachings which stress the importance of our own perspective on 
what we see: “ when I change the whole world changes” 

Contemplating these gardens is considered a 
road to enlightenment. They are in this sense 
designed for spiritual benefit. Zen gardens are 
like the sea and the sea is like a Zen garden. 
There is a circularity of reference where 
they both refer you back to the same feeling. 
With a very restrained palette this garden is 
evoking nature’s majesty in a compact space  
and creating an idealised natural landscape in 
miniature. The light adds another important 
dimension to the design bringing movement 
and mood.

The design of Ryoan-ji is influenced 
by ideals of the tea ceremony “honesty, 
rusticity, and understatement” 

It is impossible to view all 15 
stones at once from any angle 
of the terrace. Especially as 
the viewing areas is routinely 
packed with visitors.

It’s testament to the power of 
these gardens that they can 
retain a sense of peace even 
when packed with visitors. 

“I learn only to be contented” is inscribed 
on the stone wash-basin.

“what you see in the garden depends on what you bring to it”



Korakuen
I made a Japanese friend in the hostel and we visited the garden together. As we 
walked we discussed the differences and similarities between Japan and the UK. The 
similar emphasis on politeness, respect for your elders, a certain reserve, and overuse 
of please, thank-you and sorry. The tradition of overwork which was challenged when 
people realised it had become lethal - now people should be paid for overtime and 
take holidays and companies are known as ‘black’ or ‘white’ depending on if they look 
after their workers well. The economic crash here also seems strikingly similar to what 
has happened in the UK. The economy here has been stagnant for 20 years. In these 
conditions both countries are much in need of gardens – densely populated cities, where 
stress and overwork is common and people have less money to spend on recreation and 
travel. Gardens provide a place to play, meet, relax and rejuvenate. Here also poignantly, 

people come to the garden to sing.

This garden also has similarities with European garden with its unusual expansive lawns. 
Generally the absence of lawns and symmetry are some of the most marked differences.

This giant stone is called “Odate-ishi” and it 
was bought here when the garden was built 
in 1700 - well before mechanisation. It has 
several cut marks on it as the stone was cut 
into 29 pieces so it could be transported here 
from an island in Seto-naikai Inland Sea, then 
stuck back together.

We met a nice guide who spoke English. She 
told us lots about the history of the garden but 
was less sure about the plants and management 
of the garden. Similarly to many parks and 
gardens in the England, the garden is actually 
maintained by contractors and all of the 
guides are non-gardening volunteers. 



I get up early and take the train to Ueno and then a ferry to Teshima. On the 
crossing we pass industrial islands with quarries and large scale machinery and 
some islands where you can not see anyone at all. We arrive at a small fishing 
village. I hire a bike for 100yen and set off. It’s nice to see plants that I’ve seen in 
the gardens growing wild here. As I cycle and then walk up into the hills I see 
Eriobotrya japonica, bamboo and many others scrambling up the slopes.

Seto Inland Sea



teshima Art museum

On my right the path winds down to the Teshima Art Museum, I read on the 
information sign about the work they are doing to restore these terraced paddy fields. In 
one field rice is being harvested – it’s a beautiful grain. I’ve not seen it before. The man 
who’s working in the fields is friendly and explains it’s fast growing crop, lets me watch 
him harvesting, and unwrap a grain of rice.

On the terrace below there are aubergines, okra and cabbages growing. This is surely 
productive land though it sounds like it had become derelict until recently. These island 
populations have been in decline for sometime.

I go into the Museum. The price of entry is 24x what I paid to hire my bicycle. There’s 
a huge contrast between the two worlds on these islands. In order to get to the art space 
you have to take a short circular walk through a wooded area planted entirely with 
species native to the island. It only takes 10 minutes but it is an important statement 
about how integral the landscape is to this place and how necessary it is for the 
experience that they wish to provide. By the time you arrive you are quietened, more 
reflective and receptive.

Inside the space is one installation – tiny droplets of water speeding across white 
concrete, joining others becoming rivulets before being absorbed in small lakes. 

Walking in is like stepping over glaciers, continents and river valleys. It’s bright white, 
makes me think of the arctic, climate change water, moving and glistening like liquid 
crystal. Light, wind, the voices of birds, sunshine or rain, enter through the two 
openings and “come in resonance with each other. This space is about feeling united 
with nature, and sensing the joy of life on earth.”

Finally cycling over the crest of the hill I arrive in a completely different 
landscape – the wooded valleys are gone, the land is cultivated and there is a 
swathe of cosmos flowing across the hillside. 



Naoshima

Miyajima

The Benesse House 
has made some great 
interventions in the 
landscape such as 
Pumpkin by  
Yayoi Kusama.

Some of the areas feel 
a bit “only venture 
capitalists can play 
with that” to quote 
Mirriam Elia.



Hiroshima Peace garden

A small sun 
350,000 people exposed. 
Atomic explosion - 
all the leaves burnt off the trees.

Children and adults were out working on demolitions to make fire breaks.

1.2 km exposure.

The Children’s Memorial will make 
anyone cry. Cabinets are packed with 
cranes sent from children all over the 
world and everyday you can see groups 
of Japanese school children reciting 
poems or playing music.

It is compulsory for Japanese school 
children to learn about Hiroshima and 
the imperative to work for peace and 
prevent it ever happening again.

This garden is a ritual space. Set out in 
memorial. A place where people can 
come and learn about what happened and 
pay their respects.

The garden is wide open, employs 
symmetry and feels more European in 
style but it is understated and simple. 
Leaving room for the enormity of the 
event and the memorials it contains.



Reflections
I spent quite a long time contemplating 
and watching the fish. Koi symbolise good 
fortune, success, courage, ambition and 
perseverance. They have also historically 
been eaten. They now fetch up to £30,000. 

The story goes that a koi fish swam 
upstream, through waterfalls and other 
obstacles to reach the top of the mountain 
and when it finally reached the top, it 
became a dragon.

These stories are integral to Japanese gardens 
along with their symbolism and teachings. 
It provides another level of garden function. 
Philosophy, culture and what effect it will 
have on visitors are built in from the  
initial design.

The Japanese tradition demonstrates that gardens have much to teach us if we listen. 
In his recent lecture for the RHS, Dr Ross Cameron outlined the benefits we gain 
from simply seeing green and the natural environment: it’s one of our basic ecological 
requirements. “Anxiety and depression both increase as we go away from the green 
and into the grey” We need to pay more attention to how we create our urban 
environments - especially now so many of us live in cities and gardens are a vital part 
of this.

Gardens teach us about care - care for ourselves, each other and our environment. The 
educational element of Japanese garden design has been broader than I imagined – 
expanding to encompass the spiritual dimension as well as stories, symbolism and many 
aspects we now associate with wellbeing such as mindfulness and meditation.

These lessons are hugely useful for me in my work and it will be interesting to see 
how the huge contrast between the bright-coloured, neon-filled city streets and the 
simplicity of wabi-sabi and Zen culture develops.

The Japanese tradition states “no boundary between our garden and outside nature” 
and considering how to expand the ideas and attributes of the Japanese garden out into 
our urban landscapes and built environments seems like a worthy challenge. 

The phrase that kept coming 
back to me was from the 
gardening monk: “This is the 
Buddha’s realm – we must 
take care of it.” Inherent in 
this is the belief we should 
work to make the present 
world as beautiful as we can, 
and care for ourselves and our 
environment. This approach 
has a useful bearing on 
community development and 
engagement in caring for our 
local environments. 



With so many thanks to all at the Merlin Trust for making this trip possible! 
http://www.merlin-trust.org.uk/

http://www.merlin-trust.org.uk/

