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Digging Up Paradise

9 Marle Place Gardens and Gallery, Tonbridge

When I told a friend I was going to Marle Place, she told me she loved ‘the 
art garden’. And when I got there, after driving under arching tunnels of 
trees my mum always called ‘cathedrals’, a woman rushed up to tell me 

I was getting the garden to myself. She’d been walking round, she said, and she’d 
been the only person. ‘We are so lucky,’ she repeated.

In fact, there 
were several 
other visitors, 
but the garden 
is designed in a 
series of rooms 
so it was pos-
sible to imag-
ine that I was 
alone. I cer-
tainly didn’t 
feel shepherd-
ed through 
from one bit 
to another as I 
have done in 
other gardens. 
Which is for-
tunate because 
this is a garden 
to amble slowly around and enjoy a feast for 
the senses, and not just in the scented garden. 
It is rare now to be able to visit a garden with no road noise. Just birds, trees rus-
tling, and when you find them, the chickens.

And the art? Well, if you go in the Autumn you may catch the annual Sculpture 
Show where I have to admit the art added to and enhanced the beauty of the plants 
around it rather than shouting so loudly it dominated everything else. Some were 
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witty, others more organic, and I was surprised at how it encouraged me to start 
noticing the sculptural quality of both the plants and the garden itself.  

But because the house and gardens have been the family home of the Williams 
family for the last forty years, and definitely feel a personal creation, I was left 
with a feeling more domestic than ‘arty’. An example was the freshly-picked apples 
from the garden sold individually in the shop to raise money for the local hospice, 
which summed up how this garden has its priorities right. 

The News from the Kitchen Garden

is earthshattering,
a blackbird’s made its nest
in the hawthorn tree,
and breaking as I write,
seedlings planted a month ago
are bursting forth, teasing

us with rainbow hints,
but if you rub a leaf
between finger and thumb
you can smell summer
already; a baby kicks its legs
in response at the clouds

rolling over like news tape,
while over by the swings,
a camellia leads an uprising
of blood red against the privet,
tulips and bluebells form a coalition,
and even the grass strengthens its position

near where this morning, at five past eleven,
dizzy with dandelion flowers
the cat let a pigeon fly free,
while propped up against the wall
already warming itself for glory,
the first rosebud waits for her cue.

9. Marle Place Gardens and Gallery, Tonbridge

A view through the hedge

Marle Place’s productive vegetable garden
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