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ADAPTING TO  
CLIMATE CHANGE 

A beautiful historic estate in Goulburn 
has become home to one of the 
country’s first private demonstration 
sites for ‘climate change gardening’.
Words and images by Tess Holderness

Former plant nursery owners, Doug 
Rawlinson and his wife Sharon, have 
created quite extensive and varied gardens 
at their home, ‘Kentgrove’, generating a 
lot of interest in the process. Encouraged 
to sign up for the Open Garden scheme 
(which recently wrapped up after 27 years 
of operating), Kentgrove became the first 
listing for a ‘Climate Change Garden’.

The Goulburn region has some 
challenging growing conditions at the 
best of times, so it has been an excellent 
training ground for the Rawlinsons 
in terms of learning to deal with 
weather extremes. From the regular 
frosts and notoriously cold winters, to 
unseasonal Spring snowfalls, and hot 
inland summers and heatwaves. All in 
the relatively dry climate of New South 
Wales’ Southern Tablelands.

Only one hour from Canberra, daytime 
winter temperatures can drop to single 
digits, with sub-zero overnight lows. And 

with the region also renowned for its 
windy weather, there’s the added wind 
chill factor! The combination of frost and 
wind can have similar effects on plants to 
prolonged periods of drought. And the 
area certainly experiences both ends of 
this spectrum. Gardeners learn to adapt – 
or they give up in frustration!

Local Knowledge
Born and bred in Goulburn, Doug 
Rawlinson started gardening and growing 
vegetables when he was around 10. As 
a child, he would sell some of his excess 
harvest (like lettuces) to the local store. 
Perhaps he was always destined for a 
career in horticulture! Largely self-taught, 
Doug worked in the nursery industry 
for nearly 35 years. Now a garden 
designer and consultant, he continues to 
experiment and explore the boundaries of 
plant propagation at Kentgrove. 

Doug converted an old machinery 
shed into a hothouse, largely using 
repurposed and recycled materials, to 
nurture seedlings and less cold-tolerant 
plants. And his ‘Warm Room’, adjoining 
the kitchen garden, provides a specialised 
microclimate that can support plants not 
normally seen in this part of the world. 
It’s quite novel to discover grapefruits, 
avocadoes and pineapples flourishing 
here, even in mid-winter! 

But rewind nine years, to when Doug 
and Sharon Rawlinson first bought their 
1840s heritage property, and things 
were in a very different state. In 2006, 
the home was completely dilapidated 
and the region was in the grips of a long 
term drought. There was no real garden 
to speak of – just extensive paddocks, 
a bit of barren lawn and some remnant 
trees, including a handful of century-old 
fruit trees, Stone Pines and Japanese 
Spindle Bush. 
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garden as well as the gardener from 
the summer heat!” 

Conversely, a ‘Warm Room’ has 
also been built - a godsend for winter 
gardening - to capture natural light and 
generate warmth, a bit like an English 
sunroom. The Kitchen Garden has 
become a highly productive space, year 
round, growing a broad range of fresh, 
seasonal foods. More than 30 beds are 
home to vegetables, herbs, dwarf fruit 
trees, berries, grape vines and flowers 
(for decoration, colour and attracting 
pollinators). 

“We have largely reduced our ‘food 
miles’ down to around 40 metres – 
that’s 20 metres down to the garden 
and back with a harvest!” laughs 
Sharon. She is pleased to see Kentgrove 
once again being used to grow food. 

Sharon’s Patch
Sharon has her own little vegie patch, 
which is also home to ‘Cluckingham 
Palace’ and the resident hens. In this lovely 
little pocket of the garden, she grows 
some personal favourites and herbs for 
culinary use, nice and close to the kitchen. 

“It used to be a really hot, exposed place 
to garden in summer, where plants would 
get frazzled in the heat,” she explains. 
“But since we put the shadecloth cover 
on, it has created a more protected and 
pleasant place to work. It can be a good 
10 degrees lower in summer – providing 
comfort for both people and plants!”

Doug and Sharon Rawlinson, 
in their Kentgrove gardens.

Heritage and 
History 
Such vintage trees represent a bygone 
era, when the property was home to a 
succession of local mayors and a grand 
garden graced the grounds. In 1901 a 
ballroom had been added to the home 
– originally a colonial style building, later 
converted to Victorian Federation style. 
A tennis court had also proved popular 
for entertaining the owners and their 
well-to-do guests.

Doug, who doesn’t play tennis, 
decided to convert the old court – all 

View from the Kitchen Garden – 
the back entrance of Kentgrove.

(CREDIT: Doug Rawlinson)

Doug converted an old tennis court 
into a ‘Victorian Kitchen Garden’.

Sharon enjoys having her  
own little vegie patch.

Sharon loves the country lifestyle.

A Lovely Twist
Doug Rawlinson spent part of his 
childhood at Kentgrove, in the 1950s, 
when his father was employed as the 
manager of the sheep station. So in 
some ways, life has come full circle. 
Doug had spent hours exploring the 
property as a child and loved the history 
and heritage of the place. When the 
opportunity arose to purchase it in 2006, 
it was the fulfilment of a childhood 
dream. Despite its very run down state, 
Doug could see the potential!

Rain is always a blessing 
for a gardener.

700 square metres of it – into a Victorian 
Kitchen Garden. “I thought that would 
be a much better use of the space!” he 
muses. “I am in awe of the old English 
Kitchen Gardens, so I adapted the concept 
to suit Australian and local conditions,” 
he explains. “It was important to create 
good hedging as wind barriers and to 
integrate a range of water conservation 
and harvesting techniques, including 
the use of a gravity fed system.” The 
end result is Doug’s ‘Climate Change 
Garden’ – a productive food garden 
complete with its own ‘lid’ in the form 
of a shadecloth canopy, “to protect the 

The Kitchen Garden’s water 
feature in Springtime.
(CREDIT: Doug Rawlinson)

Cluckingham Palace.
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to suit different plants and to use various 
techniques to protect the vegetation 
and soften the impact of extremes in 
temperature and weather conditions.  

After nearly a decade of renovations 
to restore the heritage home, and a 
succession of creative gardening projects, 
the end result is a real testament to the 
Rawlinsons’ vision and hard work. From 
the walkways that lead through the 
woodlands of native Australian plantings, 
to the English-inspired rose garden and 
traditional Victorian Kitchen Garden, 
right through to the new espaliered fruit 
tree orchard, the ‘Rainforest Room’ and 
the Japanese Garden – the latest project. 
The property is a delight to visit and a 

Tips for Climate 
Change Gardening

• •  Shadecloth ‘canopies’ to protect 
gardens and gardeners from the harsh 
summer heat and heatwaves.

• •  Water storage devices, like rainwater 
tanks, to capture rainfall.

• •  Good drainage and water harvesting 
techniques to deal with rain deluges 
and more intense storms.

• •  Wind barriers as protection from 
dehydrating winds and storms.

• •  ‘No Dig’, raised garden beds, with 
good soil, to assist with drainage and 
provide a healthy growing medium to 
support healthy plant growth.

• •  Mulching – an old favourite for 
protecting plants and conserving water.

Doug says that the shadecloth covers 
have not affected winter productivity or 
increased mildew issues. They still allow 
for air flow and open pollination and 
have reduced water consumption by a 
remarkable 75 per cent.

Making the most of every drop.

“In the mid-1800s, a vast array of fruit 
trees had been planted on the property. 
With 30,000 trees, suited to the cool 
climate growing conditions, by the 
1880s it was reputed to be the largest 
orchard in the southern hemisphere. 
There was even a jam factory and 
cannery on site, which operated for 

around 70 years, producing Argyle 
Jams,” she explains.

Changing Times
When The Great Depression hit in the 
1930s, the property was converted into 
a sheep station, and the jam factory 
became a shearing shed. Today, this 
heritage building’s latest incarnation, in 
the hands of a horticulturist, is the unique 
200 square metre ‘Rainforest Room’. 
Protected beneath a roof, with open 
windows letting in natural light, it has all 
manner of temperate rainforest and food 
plants, including citrus trees, growing 
within its walls. It is another world, with 
birds flying in and out (and even nesting), 
wooden walkways, ponds and waterfalls, 
and pleasant places to sit and simply enjoy 
the space. 

When it comes to plant cultivation 
in a challenging climatic region, Doug 
seems to have the Midas touch! He has 
learnt to adapt the growing conditions 

A lovely undercover shelter, 
built from recycled materials.

special place that emanates a certain 
peacefulness and tranquillity. 

Nestled in a little valley, with gently 
undulating hills and the soundscape 
of birdsong and the resident Galloway 
cows, it is rather idyllic – the epitome 
of country living. However, this gradual 
transformation has certainly not been 
without its challenges. 

“In 2012, after putting so much work 
and effort into creating our first vegetable 
garden, a heatwave decimated a lot of the 
plants and with it, the summer harvest. 
Things like tomatoes and lettuces literally 
just burnt before our eyes,” recalls Doug.

 

A Demonstration 
Garden
Accepting the science relating to 
human induced climate change, Doug 
realised that such events were likely to 
become more frequent and therefore, 
further adaptations were required! Like 
shadecloth ‘covers’ and the planting 
of additional hedging and vines. After 

The ‘Warm Room’, at the 
entrance to the Kitchen Garden.

Hedging and a shadecloth 
canopy provide protection 
from winds and heat.

It is rare to find grapefruit  
growing in Goulburn.

Pineapples growing  
in the ‘Warm Room’.

Under the shadecloth canopy.

The hothouse helps to  
extend the growing season.

The old shearing shed has been 
turned into a ‘Rainforest Room’.

proactively experimenting with various 
techniques, the highly productive ‘climate 
change garden’ was borne. It has become 
a useful model for gardening for the 
future and has generated a lot of interest 
at Sustainability Days and Open Garden 
events, with the number of requests for 
tours steadily increasing. 

Doug has also become involved with 
The Goulburn Group, a not-for-profit 
think tank committed to sustainable 
economic, social and environmental 
development in this region. For Doug, 
it is all part of highlighting sustainable 
ways of living. “In addition to creating 
lovely fresh, home-grown organic food, 
being resource-wise and resourceful can 
really help you to save money and get 
your finances in order. And when that’s 
the case, things become a lot more fun!” 
he says.

After decades as a nurseryman, having 
answered all manner of questions and 

A place for contemplation.

assisted gardeners to deal with things like 
water restrictions and drought, Doug is 
also a great communicator. Fortunately, 
he is willing to share his wonderful 
knowledge about plants, borne of 
experience, in hosting tours and 
teaching others the techniques that he 
has found useful for gardening in an era 
of climate change. 

“During drought times, people learnt 
to do more with less and to do things 
differently,” he points out. “When dealing 
with environmental challenges it is all 
about responding appropriately and also, 
learning what works and learning to 
adapt.”


