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On the road with the Guerrilla Gardeners   by Andy Jones. Thursday, 9 November 2006

A gang is waging war on London’s streets. The suspects meet after dark, lurk under street lights and, without fear, vandalise roadsides – some have even been spotted wearing hoodies.

But they’re causing criminal damage (technically) in the most positive way –possible – by turning ghettos into glorious gardens. These guerrilla –gardeners are on a mission to transform every depleted flowerbed, abandoned roundabout and –derelict roadside into a blooming marvel.

They turn up, dig, plant and leave, all without charging a penny. They even sweep up after themselves.The trend started in San Francisco in the Sixties, but the current crop of night-time nurturers sprucing up London are no bunch of hippies.

City slickers are putting down their BlackBerries and picking up pitchforks; waitresses are swapping their trays for trowels. They are all sticking two green fingers up to the councils that they say are letting green land –become wasteland.

Richard Reynolds, 29, from Southwark, is London’s original ghetto gardener. His –obsession began when he planted some bulbs in the empty concrete pots outside his flat.

“I just find gardening really satisfying,” he says, “and as I didn’t have a garden, I adopted the sorry shrubs outside my flat as my own.”

Similar midnight ventures followed, and after two years of working solo Reynolds’s –labours have started to bear some fruit.

“It was just me on my own at first, stopping off on the way home to weed and water plants,” he says. “I would do some fresh planting at the weekend, and built a website detailing what I was up to. Then other people became interested and it went on from there.”

Reynolds’s work has struck a chord – the website now has more than a thousand members. The high-street horticulturalists have a web forum to plan their “hits”.

They act swiftly – so quickly that I am not given any time to get any wellies on before I join in the night’s dig. It may be good-natured, but the gardeners insist on acting with stealth. I have to protect my shiny white sneakers with plastic bags instead.

Tonight’s mission is a rather desperate-looking patch of earth near a bus shelter in New Cross. Fast-food boxes and chicken bones litter the grass and the only plants are a few weeds.

Tim Sarson, 30, a tax adviser from nearby Brockley, has organised this particular project. He talks about this neglected patch as his baby.

“It’s certainly been –orphaned,” he says. “It looks like it was taken into care several years ago and raised in an uncaring and abusive environment. No wonder the people waiting for their bus look so fed up.”

He’s right. The only fertiliser the patch receives arrives courtesy of the local mutts. It looks as distressed as an X-Factor reject. When I arrive, about a dozen gardeners are huddled around a lamppost ready to get to work.

Andrew Haining, 34, of Clerkenwell, can’t wait to get involved. “It might sound like a lot of unnecessary hard work but gardening is really therapeutic,” he says. “After working all day I love going out into the garden to get my hands dirty.

“These areas aren’t loved by anybody. Nobody sees this as their responsibility – it’s just an area you go through to get to somewhere else.”

The lamentable lawn is dug up, the soil is turned over and the gardeners, rather ambitiously, choose to plant palm trees, a few ferns and some pansies in its place.

Our digging quickly attracts attention from those waiting for the last bus home. The more inquisitive observers grab snaps on their camera phones, asking us to hold our shovels aloft for pictures.

I’m already feeling a warmer sense of wellbeing through my digging.  A group of youths put down their –cider to come over and give us some encouragement. I ask Reynolds if he ever encounters any trouble.

“We’ve had a few scrapes with the police,” he admits. “Somebody carrying a water can was stopped the other night. I assume they thought he had petrol in the can and was going to set a fire.”

“I’ve also been stopped for having so much fertiliser. I was questioned under the Prevention of Terrorism Act because they thought I could make a bomb with it.”

It all sounds a bit dangerous, especially because what we are doing is, in effect, criminal damage. But –Reynolds assures me that the police normally take a –positive approach.

“They usually stop and ask what we’re doing in case we’re stashing drugs or stealing plants,” he says, “but as soon as they realise what we’re –doing they’re usually very encouraging.”

The community spirit is infectious. Nick Connor, 33, from New Cross, Lewisham, stops off on his way home to help with the planting.

“It’s great what you’re –doing,” he says while clawing a hole in the earth with his fingers. “It’s a beautiful thing. Everyone should come and get involved.”

Other than digging out the occasional brick, the toil isn’t too much like hard work. I’m soon attacking the earth with relish. It’s better than a night in with EastEnders.

Paul Pearce, 27, from Tottenham, has commandeered some topsoil from a nearby farm to help bed the plants.

“It was excess over there and so I thought we could use it on this project,” he says. “Most of the stuff we have to buy ourselves and so it’s nice to have something for free.”

Looking up, I notice that everyone has stopped –digging for an impromptu coffee break. Dheeraj Oklakar, 28, who had been watching our progress from his flat, has brought coffee for the thirsty workers.

“It’s wonderful,” he says. “I can’t believe people are –getting together to brighten up the place. I felt compelled to help.”

What was a grubby stubble of grass two hours ago is now a budding flower bed. After tidying up, the group reflect on their exploits. Reynolds says: “One of the bigger jobs we did was at St George’s –Circus, Southwark, as it’s on quite a large roundabout.

“Another time a guy –emailed us asking if we would sort out the grass outside his flat. We got there and it turned out to be his front lawn. We turned that down, but we are happy to work on other community areas.”

I must be becoming a –gardener: I’m in love with our –little patch already. I’m potty about the pansies, up in arms about the palms and I’ve never found cyclamen so sexy.

I may just adopt a roadside of my own.

