
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
The Beginnings 
 
The Garden project stemmed out of the need to restore what was a derelict garden at our main 
offices the Almshouses in Dartford.  The Almshouses were rebuilt in 1704 in the reign of Queen 
Anne on a site that was previously a leper hospital.  
 
As a charity we had no resources/funds to be able to have this project carried out by professionals 
so we had to rely on the goodwill of staff members and enthusiastic volunteers to achieve our goal 
of providing somewhere of peace and tranquillity where people could spend time away from the 
rigors of daily life. 
 

Early in 1995 work 
started on clearing the 
ground of rubble, and 
thinning out what had 
become an unruly 
wooded wilderness.  
Many hours were 

spent by willing members of staff and volunteers 
in this work.   
 
 
 
Although this was extremely hard work it was good to be able to meet others that worked for our 
charity and get to know each other away from the daily work environment and interact as a team.  
( A philosophy that would hold true in the final project) 
 

 
The latter part of 1995 and 
early part of 1996  work 
started on the planning of the 
garden, what type of design 
we wanted and what sort of 
plants would be in keeping 
with the age of the building. 
Where possible plants were 
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selected that would have been familiar to the first residents of the Almshouses,  in some cases we 
retained some plants that were ‘in situ’ and we also included more modern varieties of older plants, 
for better flowering periods and disease resistance. 
 
 

By late 1996 and the beginning of 1997 a 
proposed plan had been agreed and the next 
task was to set about physically changing the 
shape of the garden to make it more accessible 
as a functioning space.  We applied and 
secured a Grant to make the proposed changes 
as they were too great a task for staff and 
volunteers to undertake. We approached 
another charity named ‘Ground Works’ who 
specialised in undertaking community 
environmental improvements and also advised 
us on our plans.  These works were completed 
in 1997 and now we had a relatively blank 
canvas to work with. 
 
 

 
 
 
Now the garden had to be planted, we 
didn’t realise how many plants there were 
to be sited, but it was good to see the 
transformation taking place and the 
lifeless building site turning into something 
with life and colour. 
 

 
Having planted 
everything we 
thought that it would 
be just a matter of 
sitting back and 
waiting for mother 
nature to take its 
course, nothing of the sort, many hours, weeks and months were taken up by 
willing volunteers to keep the flower beds free from weeds and not allowing 
this ‘peace’ of England to be reclaimed by the elements. 

 
 
 
 
 
Many of the older varieties of plants had to be 
sourced from specialist nurseries and great 
care was taken when these were planted.   



 
 
 
Part of our grant money was used to purchase some stone seating and a pergola which added a bit 
of character to the area. 
   

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

A grant was received from the manufacturers of Dulux  paint.  They provided enough paint to 
brighten up the garden walls and exterior of the Alms Houses which were originally a very 
depressing grey colour 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
Maintaining the garden was as big a task as the building of it, but we were determined that it would 
survive and become a place of peace and beauty where people could just sit uninterrupted and talk. 
 
 
 
The garden was formally opened by 
Doug Goodyear, head gardener at Hever 
Castle and radio presenter in 1997.  
Although the garden was now finished 
and most of the hard work done, many 
hours would be needed to keep it in it’s 
full splendour.  
 
 



 
 
 

The garden has continued to evolve and thrive with 
the continued support of staff and volunteers, 
without the volunteers the garden would have 
returned to the wilderness from which it came.   

 
 
 
The following pictures show how the garden has 
continued to establish itself and mature into a 
place of beauty for all to enjoy.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
The Project 
 
Since the start of the garden restoration many volunteers have come and gone, all without 
exception not only putting a great deal in but also getting so much out.  People have been able to 
meet, exchange ideas and be part of group interacting in a way that previously they may not have 
even considered. 
 
Originally many of the volunteers that worked in the garden also volunteered in other projects of 
our organisation, but gradually new volunteers were engaged just to be part of the garden team.  
Some people had recovered from previous mental ill health , some had enduring mental health 



conditions and others who needed time to come to terms with recent setbacks.  It was soon realised 
the therapeutic benefits of this project were considerable. 
 
Some people who had spent years of isolation often in their homes were now able to enjoy the 
company of others and feel a valued member of the community and their own self esteem boosted. 
Some previous members have gone on to work in other community projects and in some small way 
take back control of their life.   
 
In 2000 Bob Frame, one of our Project staff members offered his experience on a voluntary basis to 
become the co-ordinator for the garden group as we were getting more and more referrals from 
outside agencies, word was obviously getting round of the benefits the group was achieving in 
improving peoples mental well being. 
 
The garden at the Almshouses has the potential to become a recognised project in it’s own right, 
which will benefit all those who use it whether through work or recreation.  At present it is funded 
by donations and fundraising activities but we are at present in the process of seeking funding to 
put the project on a more secure footing 
 
The Garden Project has meant many things to many people. To some it’s given satisfaction in 
watching it grow into a place of beauty, to others it has brought friendship and a place of 
tranquillity, where people can relax and interact with others at their own pace.  
 
 
Can you Help? 
 
For further information about the Garden Project you can contact Bob Frame on 01322 291380 or 
call into the Office at The Almshouses in Dartford where someone would be willing to show you 
around the garden. 
 
Donations to the project are always welcome however large or small.  It is estimated that the 
project would cost £3500 to keep running and provide therapeutic benefits to its members.  If you 
would like to contribute in any way cheques can be made payable to DGS Mind and sent to the 
address below.   
 
We would welcome your support and donations would be acknowledged in our Annual Report 
which is circulated extensively in your community. 
 
DGS Mind 
The Almshouses 
18 West Hill 
Dartford 
Kent DA1 2AU   


