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Sarah Thornton  finds a thriving organic garden that feeds a whole 
community - in more ways than one.

Gardens are created for 
a number of reasons; 
some to simply marvel 
at for their beauty, some 

to relax in, some to shade and 
feed us. But there’s a garden in the 
Hastings suburb of Flaxmere that 
has been created to fulfil a different 
need; the healing of a community. 

Flaxmere often makes the 
news for the wrong reasons – 
crime, social deprivation and gang 
activity. Councillor and relentlessly 
optimistic Flaxmere campaigner 
Henare O’Keefe is deeply involved 
in creating more positive futures 
for his community and in 2008, 
through his U-Turn Trust and the 
Te Aranga Marae, the Flaxmere 
Community Garden was established. 
Five years on, it’s flourishing.

Tilling the hearts 
of a community
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Masterpiece 
Tumbler Scarlet

Impatiens Tumbler has the perfect 
spreading trailing habit for all 
your hanging baskets, patio pots 
and mixed planters around your 
house. Perfect for masses of colour 
in morning sun to semi-shade 
positions, Tumbler will impress you 
with its profusion of flower power all 
spring, summer and autumn. 

Look out for the entire Masterpiece 
Tumbler Impatiens series available 
now at your local Garden Centre.

Available in 7 highly fashionable 
colours, Tumbler Pink, Tumbler 
Rose, Tumbler Rose Star, Tumbler 
Salmon, Tumbler Scarlet, Tumbler 
Violet Star & Tumbler White. 
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“The garden has fed hundreds, if 
not thousands of people,” says Henare. 
“I love the fact that it is owned by the 
people and fulfils its purpose. But it’s 
almost like the food is a bonus – the 
garden has a very important social 
function in that it brings the whole 
community together,” he says. 

The organic garden is set on 
5.3 hectares and consists of large 
vegetable plots and an orchard. It 
is open 24 hours a day, seven days 
a week for people from all over the 
region to help themselves. Funded 
mostly by “good will” from corporates, 
the community and a huge number 
of volunteers, the day to day running 
of the garden is managed by Gary 
Barclay, who also runs two ILP 
(Onsite Education) NCEA Level 3 and 
4 horticulture courses at the site.

Although almost every vegetable 
imaginable is grown, root vegetables 
and brassicas make up the bulk of the 
plantings. “Brassica family vegetables 
such as broccoli, cabbage and 

cauliflower are popular, as are the root 
vegetables like potatoes and parsnips. 
Silverbeet is also very popular as it’s 
an essential ingredient in traditional 
boil ups – we harvest around 1200 
of those every year,” says Gary.

Educating the community is 
a big part of Gary’s work and also 
ensures longevity of the crops. “If we 
teach people about the correct way 
to harvest, we can get more out of a 
plant, for example, if you break off a 
broccoli head in the right place, will 
get you a second flowering – and more 
growth equals more food,” he explains.

As well as the “staples”, Gary 
is constantly looking at growing 
other vegetables that are rich in 
nutrients and that also have a 
longer producing life, such as kale. 

The community garden is 
completely organic, and uses its 
own compost based on the “lasagne” 
method, with layers of cardboard, 
paper, clippings, small prunings and 
manure, covered with carpet. “We 

have two composting stations on 
each garden area and as we harvest, 
we chop and dig in straight away,” 
Gary explains. Sprays are not used 
and Gary says he’s “never seen a 
snail”.  Systems and processes have 
been developed over the years to 
ensure maximum productivity.

“We are more methodical now,” 
says Gary. “We keep comprehensive 
diaries and have a plan for each plot. 
At the moment we’re resting a couple 
of plots – it’s essential to rotate 
crops and ensure the soil is healthy. 
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Problems with 
clay, don’t delay

Apply now to improve soil 
quality and achieve healthy, 
vibrant gardens and lawns
ClayBreaker™ has the unique ability to break up 
clay and loosen hard compacted soils enabling  
air, water and nutrients to penetrate plant roots. 
Apply now to help prevent hard,  
dry and cracked soil this summer.  
Available in 8kg and 25kg bags.

www.claybreaker.co.nz



Plants and seeds come from a 
range of sources – education provider 
ILP in New Plymouth, public donations 
and often from those who have 
harvested, “returning the favour”.

Over the next twelve months, 
Gary is reconfiguring the garden into 
six main plots, each measuring 53m 
by 20m. Corporates and individuals 
including Whole Foods USA, John 
Bostock, Anna Archibald, Unison 
and Holcim are helping with the 
transformation, providing guidance 
and funding for the work. As well as 
incorporating the existing plantings, 
the garden will have plots much like 
the English ‘allotments’ for Samoan 
and Tongan communities and schools.  
The orchard is also being extended 
and a citrus plot is planned for 2014. 
In two weeks’ time, volunteers will 
get their gumboots on and plant more 
than 1600 native trees to protect the 
garden against the prevailing westerly.

 The garden is a much loved and 
revered part of Flaxmere. “We’re not 
only growing vegetables here,” says 
Henare. “We’re growing relationships, 
understanding and tolerance. And 
we’re growing a community.” 
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NEW Dianthus ‘ Memories’
Donation to Alzheimers NZ on every plant purchased

In-store or online for more information

Living Fashion
www.livingfashion.co.nz

QR Scan with your 
smart phone for our full 

Dianthus range (requires 
QR Reader download 
from your App Store)

Grow your memories to support theirs

Dianthus‘Memories’

®


