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BOTANICAL 
GARDENS – LIVING 
LEARNING CENTRES
In the last story we visited the Tasmanian Community Food Garden and some of its volunteers. 
Here, we meet some of the horticulturists behind its creation and care, and look at the changing 
role of botanical gardens.
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The development of a ‘community 
food garden’ within a botanical 
garden is quite a novel idea – although 
it makes perfect sense and has the 
makings of a very happy marriage. 
In many ways botanical gardens are 
community gardens - managed by 
horticultural caretakers for the general 
public, with free and open access to all 
members of the community. 

The Royal Tasmanian Botanical 
Gardens takes this one step further 
though, working directly with 
community groups, in the role of 
creator and curator of the Tasmanian 
Community Food Garden, within the 
grounds of its horticultural collection.

David Reid, the gardens’ Horticulture 
Co-ordinator, explains that the 
Community Food Garden and its 
educational programs are still under 
development in many ways. “Like any 
garden, it has taken time to establish 
and it will continue to evolve over the 
years. It has come a long way, from 
humble beginnings, but like most 
gardens, there is always more to do! 
So it will be a slow and steady process 
to get it to where we ultimately 
imagine it can be,” he explains. 

The development of a community 
food garden represents quite a shift 
in focus for a botanical garden, so 
this is very much new ground that is 
being explored. Traditionally, botanical 
gardens have been home to beautiful 
living landscapes, created for display 
and public enjoyment, as well as 
research and education purposes. 

Horticulturist, Adam Lancaster, 
discusses gardening with Jamil 
Skaff, from Canberra.

Green sprouting broccoli.

Aya, from Hong 
Kong, in the 
garden.
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Plant collections generally feature 
native species, along with different 
plant species from around the world. 
Ornamental rather than edible value, 
has long been the main priority!

Historical 
Collections
If we go back to the earliest 
botanical gardens however, which 
were established during the 
Renaissance period, in conjunction 
with universities, research into the 
uses of plants, particularly medicinal 
uses, was a major catalyst for their 
creation. Dating back to the mid-
1500s, the early herb or ‘physic’ 
gardens of mediaeval Italy and Europe 
were set up at a time when botany 
and medicine were inter-related, and 
physicians and doctors were largely 
herbalists, drawing upon the available 
medicines of the day. The era of the 
medicinal herb garden continued 

for centuries but during the Age 
of Exploration, exotic and unusual 
plants, gathered from across the 
globe, expanded the original botanical 
collections, which started to become 
more ornamental in nature.

David Reid points out that 
nowadays, as important repositories 
of horticultural knowledge, modern 
botanical gardens are tending to focus 
more of their research and resources 
on plant conservation, maintaining 
seed banks and cultivating living 
collections. In Hobart, for example, 
with its cooler growing conditions, 
the botanical gardens host important 
cooler-climate plant collections - 
including subantarctic plants in a 
specially designed, temperature-
controlled plant house.

The focus on conservation serves 
as a bit of an insurance policy for 
the future, as the world faces issues 
such as the signifi cant loss of natural 
habitat, and the impact of changing 
climatic conditions. So as we can see, 

signifi cant social changes have been 
refl ected over the centuries, in the 
changing roles and collections of the 
world’s botanical gardens. 

Food Gardening
In recent years, within the broader 
community, there has been a steadily 
increasing interest in growing food 
plants at home or in community 
gardens, and in learning the skills 
associated with this activity. This 
interest is being echoed across 
Australia and in many other parts 
of the world. Whereas maintaining 
backyard vegie patches in Australia 
was more commonplace in pre and 
post war periods, the practice largely 
fell out of favour amidst the ‘busy-
ness’ and convenience of the ‘modern 
Western lifestyle’. As a result, the 
associated skills largely became lost to 
a whole generation.

Things seem to have come full circle 
though, refl ected in the renewed 

interest once again, in the uses of plants 
(especially food plants and herbs), 
and the skills involved in cultivation. 
The reasons are many. For some, it is 
all about taste and culinary uses, or 
nutrition and wellbeing. For others, 
the simple economics or food security 
concerns are the motivating factors. 

Growing some of your own 
fresh produce is certainly the most 
inexpensive way to develop access 
to fresh, healthy organic food. And 
as many gardeners know, once you 
start, it can become addictive! There 
is a wonderful sense of achievement 
and a certain enjoyment in watching 
something that you have cultivated 
and cared for, actually bear fruit – or 
vegetables, as the case may be!

Working with the 
Community
The Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens 
has been one of the fi rst Australian 
botanical gardens to really pick up 
on the community interest in food 
gardening - partly inspired by its long 
association with the ABC’s Gardening 
Australia programme and the cultivation 
of Peter Cundall and Tino Carnevale’s 
demonstration vegie patches on site. 
Staff at the gardens have gone on to 
forge strong connections with the local 
community. After expanding the public 
demonstration sites within the vegetable 
garden, they have invited community 
groups in to tend their own plots. 

The gardens management has 
also put the time and resources into 
developing a ‘centre of learning’, 
to share the knowledge and skills 
required to ‘grow your own’ food. 
And importantly, it has made this 
information and expertise accessible 
to all sectors of the community. 
Friendly and informal workshops cover 
everything from worm farming to 
propagating seeds, sowing, tending and 
harvesting, and everything in between.

David Reid, the Horticulture Co-
ordinator who oversees the gardens’ 
living plant collections and nursery, 
and the people associated with them, 

Peter Cundall welcomes the 
community at the opening of 
the Tasmanian Community 
Food Garden. (Photo Courtesy of RTBG)

The vegetable patch in the 
botanical gardens, in the late 
1800s. (Photo Courtesy of RTBG)

Pausing to enjoy this special 
part of the garden.

Food Garden 
Curator, 
Adam 
Lancaster.

David Reid 
(R) with 
colleague, 
Marcus 
Ragus.
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Curator of the 
Food Garden
Horticulturist, Adam Lancaster really 
enjoys going to work, regarding 
himself as very fortunate to have the 
Tasmanian Community Food Garden, at 
the Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens, 
as his ‘offi ce’.

“It’s lovely to see the community 
groups really enjoying the space 
too. That’s a great part of the job”, 
he explains. “The participants are 
enthusiastic to be here and really 
engaged in the process of gardening 
and learning. The feedback is that it’s 
generally a very positive experience for 
those involved.”

The volunteers enjoy working in the 
garden and doing the planting, and 
then stepping back and realising that 
they have really achieved something. 

Adam sees some of them take to it 
like ducks to water, and he often hears 
that they are starting to plant things at 
home or on their balconies.

“Some of the volunteers have 
become real regulars and it has been 
nice to see their skills and confi dence 
develop over time,” he explains. 
“There is nothing really diffi cult about 
what we do here. It’s something that 
anyone can do. It’s just a matter of 
building the confi dence by being 
hands on.” 

Adam notes that the garden is about 
more than just showing people how 
to grow vegetables though. There is a 
real social aspect to it as well. Plans are 
underway to bring the groups together 
for some shared meals in the outdoor 
space, to meet fellow gardeners and 
further build upon that wonderful 
sense of community. 

says that the ongoing and important 
conservation and caretaking work of 
the gardens is continuing but there 
is also a renewed focus on education 
and community engagement, and 
an aim to create a best practice 
demonstration and training site for 
growing food.

David explains that the site’s 
association with providing food 
actually stretches back well before 
the establishment of the Botanical 
Gardens in 1818. This fertile riverside 
location was originally an important 
food gathering and meeting place 
for the local indigenous people, and 
historical middens have been found 
throughout the area. 

“When Hobart was fi rst colonised by 
the British, the site that now hosts the 

Community Food Garden was a part of 
what was originally known as Hangan’s 
Farm,” he says. After Jane Hangan 
was granted the land, she started 
cultivating crops to help to feed the 
fl edgling colony of Hobart. This prime 
spot of land later changed hands and 
became ‘The Governor’s Garden’, with 
fresh produce being grown to feed the 
Governor and his family.

“Even since the site was 
transformed into the Royal 
Tasmanian Botanical Gardens, 
almost 200 years ago, food plants 
have remained in various locations 
throughout the gardens,” David 
explains. “So to still be growing fruit 
and vegetables for the community 
and the people of Hobart is a really 
nice historical link.”

Raised garden 
beds.

Checking on 
the garden.

Rainbow chard, 
broad beans 
and ‘mother 
and child’ – 

scarecrow style.
A glorious 
display of tulips 
and poppies.

A pleasant place to 
sit and admire the 
garden.

A beautiful day for the offi cial 
launch of the Tasmanian 
Community Food Garden. 
(Photo Courtesy of RTBG)


