
Plan for  
Alive: Cullompton Community Garden 

Introduction 
We are proposing the creation of a community garden, designed in late medieval—early 
Renaissance style, sited in the churchyard of St Andrew's Church, Cullompton.  We have called this 
project, Alive. 

The proposed site is currently unused, away from the usual foot traffic within the churchyard. It sits 
alongside Lane’s Aisle, which is on the south side of the church, a beautiful part of the building that 
is of unique historical importance. We hope to create a space in which the community can 
experience the benefits of gardening for those who work in it, and a place for contemplation and 
enjoyment of nature for those who visit it – but we will also be raising awareness of our local 
cultural heritage by drawing attention to the history of the place. St Andrew's Church was completed 
around 1430, and Lane’s Aisle was added in 1525—1529. Our vision for this garden is ambitious and 
also timely – we hope to spend the next twelve years creating a garden equal to a celebration of the 
600th birthday of St Andrew's Church. 

How people may benefit from the garden 
 Developing a beautiful space. The garden will draw attention to a currently unused and 

often overlooked, but beautiful, site, and will provide a space for peaceful contemplation for 

people including those living in proximity to the church. We want not only to improve the 

way things look, but also we will be choosing plants that smell wonderful – herbs, lilies, 

fragrant roses.  

 Contributing to the wellbeing of the community. Gardening, and exposure to green spaces, 

has been shown to improve mental health, and the knowledge and skills gained from helping 

care for the garden may support people’s confidence and perhaps even employment. We 

hope to create a space where volunteers can spend time, get to know others, develop skills, 

and contribute something to the community. Although the garden will be open to anyone 

who would like to be involved, we will prioritise talking to organisations that support people 

who are most likely to experience problems with wellbeing when recruiting volunteers. We 

will create accessible paths and flower/vegetable beds so that people with disabilities and 

older people may both work on, and visit the garden. The project leaders – Ruth Gwernan-

Jones, Heather Coldrey, Jon Reynolds and Derrick Holding, all have been inspired by their 

experiences with gardening, and we wish to spread the joy we have known to others. 

 Providing vegetables for the community. These may be taken home by volunteers, 

distributed through People Matter or other local organisations that support people in need, 

and used in the Community Centre kitchen. 

 Increasing diversity and sustainability. Structures and plants will be chosen to maximise 

biodiversity and insect, animal and bird life, for example we intend to tempt bumble bees, 

ladybirds, hedgehogs, butterflies and birds to make their home with us by providing shelter 

and plants that draw them. We will be sustainable in our practices, for example by 

composting our waste, choosing sustainable materials for our structures and by collecting 



rainwater with which to water plants. We will foster plants that increase diversity and 

sustainability, for example by creating a flowery mead that decreases the need to mow and 

increases biodiversity. 

 Improving social engagement. Alive will be a place for relationships to form as people work 

alongside each other: between church members and the community, marginalised and more 

privileged people, younger and older people. In the past few years St Andrew’s Church has 

developed its outreach to the community significantly, through the completion of a modern 

Community Centre, and through the Keystone project. The Alive community garden is a next 

step in developing the community service of the Church, building on footfall and 

relationships already established. 

Garden management 
The structure of management for Alive will be to create ‘open hours’ a few days per week when two 

or more project leaders will attend. We will advertise open hours, and volunteers will be welcome to 

come and work on those days. Each volunteer will be asked to complete an application form on their 

first visit, and attendance records will be kept. At times outside of ‘open hours’, people will be 

welcome to visit the garden, but not to work on it. 

Description of the garden (see the garden plan pdf) 
As suggested by the Diocese, our plans for the gardens involve recreating aspects of gardens 
common in the time the Church and Lane’s Aisle were built – 1430-1529. Although few remaining 
plans of formal gardens from this time period exist, a number of scholars have pieced together 
information from various documents, drawings and paintings, giving an idea of some of the 
structures and plants common to that time. We have drawn from such information (see the 
bibliography at the end of this section) to create a general plan of the Alive formal and vegetable 
gardens. We would like to wait to choose the specific sites for plants, and also specifics such as the 
patterns chosen for the knot gardens and formal garden centrepiece, until work begins on each area, 
so that we will be able to include those who are working on the garden in the decision processes. 
However, the plan provides overall principles to follow, and establishes boundaries within which we 
will remain. 

The plan is ambitious, and we anticipate the process of applying for funds, creating beds and paths 
and nurturing plants will take place over a number of years. 

Flowery mead 
The flowery mead (wildflower meadow) will be an introduction to the garden, providing a transition 
from the mown grass on the west and north sides of the church, the directions from which people 
enter the churchyard, to the formal and vegetable gardens to the south/southeast side of the church 
behind the mead. The flowery mead will provide a swathe of diverse, indigenous plants that require 
limited mowing and encourage pollinator populations. Two topiary sheep will graze the mead as a 
wink towards the wool trade that funded Lane’s Aisle. Seeds for a mead can be sourced from the 
Coronation meadow at Lady's Mead, Kingcombe, Dorset (see coronationmeadows.org.uk). We can 
draw information on planting and upkeep from plantlife.love-
wildflowers.org.uk/wildflower_garden/how_to_grow_a_wildflower_meadow/.  

http://coronationmeadows.org.uk/
http://plantlife.love-wildflowers.org.uk/wildflower_garden/how_to_grow_a_wildflower_meadow/
http://plantlife.love-wildflowers.org.uk/wildflower_garden/how_to_grow_a_wildflower_meadow/


Accessible paths 
To create paths within the formal and vegetable gardens, we will use turf reinforcement mesh made 

from recycled materials that strengthens the turf, prevents mud and creates a wheel-chair-friendly 

surface. The mesh is simply pressed into the grass, preventing the need for digging into the soil or 

removing turf, and it will be possible to easily dismantle the paths should that be desired. Where a 

harder surface is needed, for example in the circular centrepiece, we will lay substrate and 

compacted granite dust which is water permeable and relatively straightforward to reverse. 

The formal garden 

Late mediaeval—early Renaissance formal gardens were often symmetrical, with regular beds 
divided by paths. However, our formal garden site has pre-existing elements including trees, 
gravestones and tombs that make it challenging to create a symmetrical garden. In particular, the 
large, existing Yew tree means that the south-west corner of the formal garden will be in perpetual 
shade, and so the plants beneath it must be shade loving, as opposed to the other areas of the 
garden that will have partial or full sun. Therefore, we are unable to grow plants symmetrically, 
although the bed shapes are symmetrical. Mediaeval and Renaissance gardens also commonly had a 
path around the perimeter. However, we want to align the formal garden with Lane’s Aisle in order 
to create symmetry with the building, which would place a tomb and gravestone in the pathway at 
the two north edges. Instead, we will run a perimeter path at the south, and half way up east and 
west sides of the shade garden and pavilion.  

Plants will be chosen from a limited colour range (green, white and purple) and situated simply to 
create a tranquil vista that will complement, but not distract from, the church building. Plants grown 
in this time period tend to have a limited flowering period, and our consideration of siting for each 
species will be to establish colour progressively across the seasons. In autumn and winter we will 
depend on hedges and shrubs such as box, yew and/or hawthorn to provide a pleasing structure. 
Benches and arbour seats will be sited facing the church to encourage line of sight towards the 
building. 

For the four small gardens at the north side of the formal garden we envision beds with topiary in a 
sea of lavender. Two of these will be knot gardens that mimic the stone arched church windows, and 
a gravestone cross that is in the garden grounds (see below). Of the other two gardens, one contains 
a tomb, and the other, two gravestones, which would break up any pattern of a knot garden. So we 
will plant topiary cones in a sea of lavender, following the style of the photograph on the next page.  

         

    

 

 



 

 

 

The shade garden is situated beneath the Yew tree on the southwest side of the formal garden. The 
large Yew tree creates shade or partial shade throughout this space, and, subject to a Conservation 

Area Notification to MDDC, we would like to prune it to give a safe walking height and restrict its 
spread to reduce the shade footprint. For the shade garden we will choose plants that grow in 
partial or full shade like Campanula persicifolia, Lilly of the valley, wood anemones, English bluebells, 
Helleborus niger, and ferns like hart’s tongue, polypody, male fern or lady-fern to plant in borders. 
We will place two benches near the Yew’s trunk to create quiet, sheltered spaces in which to sit and 
to give views towards the Church and the rest of the garden. 

The southeasterly formal garden provides an open area in which people can gather. The southeast 
corner will be paved with flagstones and can be the site of, for example, a table and chairs, a quartet 
or other public display. The remainder of the garden will remain turf, with a small flower border 
boundary (for example peonies, Johnny Jump-ups, iris, white lilies in pots, columbine, verbascum, 
Viper’s bugloss). 

Each border in the formal garden will be edged by short box hedges, up to 18 inches high. Along the 
east edge will run a higher hedge, up to six feet, that will act as a screen to the vegetable garden. As 
is true for all the planting in the garden, we will not dig 
into the ground, but within the formal garden we will 
set edging stones and infill with topsoil, creating slightly 
raised beds (6-10 inches) that are similar to those 
shown in paintings from the time, and also allow us to 
avoid digging into the cemetery soil.  

We have planned a circular area as a focus to the formal 
garden, for a birdbath. This will bring birds to the 
garden, and provide a water feature that is safe for 
visitors.  

The vegetable garden 

Abbey gardens provide a close historical example to 
growing vegetables in relation to a place of worship, 
and we will draw from records about the practices of 
mediaeval monks in choosing our vegetables and herbs. 
We will grow the vegetables in raised beds built from Beer or Ham stone from which the church is 



built, to remain in keeping. If possible we will dry stack the walls, in order to make the raised beds 
easier to dismantle should that be needed. We will situate the raised beds to be sensitive to the 
grave areas. We will encourage naturalising plants, such as wild violets and camomile, to grow in the 
grass in these areas. On the south side of the vegetable garden will be a herbarium enclosed by a 
wooden, diagonal trellis. The white rose hedge on the boundary to the road will curve round and 
screen an area for compost, accessed through a garden arch. We would like to remove all but one of 
the self-seeded saplings that have grown up within a beautiful, iron-rail boundaried tomb in this area 
in order to protect the railings and tomb from damage, and to restore the beauty of the tomb which 
has become over-grown. 

Examples of vegetables to be grown in the raised beds may include peas, beans, onions, coleworts, 
leaf beet, parsnips, leeks, garlic and/or salad plants. Vegetables will be situated in order to create 
visual interest in addition to the utility of growing food (e.g. in groups rather than rows). 

The herbarium plan is adapted from information about creating herbariums in Landsberg's The 
Medieval Garden. The herbarium will be an enclosed, quiet space. We will build 2 U-shaped turf 
seats on the south and north sides of the herbarium from, again, Beer or Ham stone to remain in 
accord with the church building. We will plant golden marjoram (Origanum vulgare compactum) on 
top of the seat. Over the south-facing seat will be a vine trellis growing a grape (Tereshkova or 
Madeline Sylvaner). Three-foot borders will edge the remainder of the garden, in which may be 
grown, for example, rosemary, sage, winter savoury, sweet rocket, lavender, camomile, fennel, 
feverfew, hyssop, St John's Wort and/or wormwood. The central lawn will not be grass, but low 
growing plants that endure being walked over, for example, a mix of dwarf periwinkle and wild 
strawberries. A gravestone provides a fitting centrepiece. The herbarium will be self-bordered on 
three sides, by a white rose hedge on the south and east sides, and by the high hedge on the west. 
On the north side we will build a wooden, diamond-trellised wall, through which we will grow 
honeysuckle and other vines. The herbarium can be entered from the formal garden through an arch 
in the high hedge, or from the vegetable garden through an arch in the trellised wall. 

Garden boundary 
A wooden or cast iron fence will be erected between the gardens and the drop to the street, to 
ensure safety for garden visitors. A single white rose hedge will be planted next to the wall to create 
a further physical barrier, its heavy thorns an additional deterrent. Rosa alba was a common white 
rose of late mediaeval—early Renaissance times, but only blooms for a few weeks during June. For 
preference, we would like to plant Rosa rugosa ‘Alba’, a 19th century rose that is similar in 
appearance but repeat blooming over the summer.  
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