Productive Allotment partners – WADAGS and Walton Charity 

Allotments are an important feature of the Charity. There is an ongoing project to recover overgrown plots and clear them.  It is a demanding task that requires considerable skill and effort not found in many people. We at the Charity are therefore lucky to have a man like John Brine assisting us in this area. John is the site manager of Elm Grove Allotment, the allotment site belonging to Walton and District Allotment and Garden Society (WADAGS). 

WADAGS was set up in 1958 to maintain allotments and tackle any issues regarding them. All those years ago Walton Charity and WADAGS held twice yearly meetings when the Charity’s four allotment sites were discussed and any shortcomings addressed, but by the time John took his allotment about 25 years ago these meetings had long since lapsed.

Shortly after taking the allotment, John and his wife Pat, were co-opted onto the WADAGS committee. John was appointed the Elm Grove allotment manager, the role he still holds. Pat has been much more versatile and over the same period has been Show Secretary, Treasurer and is now the current Chairman.
Back in the middle eighties allotments had fallen out of fashion so much so that John, like all other site managers was having a tough time recruiting new tenants and keeping the brambles at bay. There then came a revival in interest in allotments born from the desire of young people to “grow their own” but with gardens too small to accommodate vegetable patches. It was during this period that John says he developed the skills he now has in allotment management. He is convinced the best lessons learned came as a result of his failures and mistakes. 
All of this took place in John’s spare time because he was very much committed to his career in oil exploration. His job was so demanding that he found he had little time to do the things he most enjoyed. As a result he made a decision to take an early retirement and his first challenge was to complete the recovery of the Elm Grove site. The outcome was that the site is now regarded as one of the best in Elmbridge.
We asked John what had drawn him to allotments in the first place. He says it is the nostalgia of his past. His father was a commercial grower and John grew up either working for his father or one of the many other nurseries in the area. He respected the skills of these growers and it was always his ambition to be as good as them. He says that what was best was the community spirit because the work force was virtually all casual labour made up of almost every young person in the area. By working together they very quickly got to know each other not only at work but they would also frequently meet again socially, especially at the locally held dances. During this idyllic time John says he made many new friends. Now years later this is exactly what is happening on our allotment sites. People from all walks of life are now coming into contact with each other over a common activity – having an allotment - and as a result forming friendships. For many it is feeling part of the community for the first time. This is probably the reason why John is passionate in what he does.
In recent years John’s ambition has been to re-establish links between the Charity and WADAGS. It was a long wait but, in the end, well worth waiting for. The opportunity came with the appointment of Jackie Lodge as the new Chief Executive. Both Jackie and John struck up an immediate rapport and together very quickly proposed a brave and ambitious recovery plan for the allotments. With the support of the Chairman Chris Sadler they were given the go ahead. The progress made in the last eighteen months speaks for itself and John says that he and Jackie are extremely proud of their achievements to date but there are still some stiff challenges ahead which they are looking forward to tackling together.
