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Community Orchard Group – Totnes Incredible Edibles 
 
Why we chose Incredible Edibles, Totnes to be a Core Group 
 
Totnes is an ancient market town in South Devon well known for being a dynamic hub for the global 
transition town movement. Incredible Edibles comes under the umbrella of the Transition Town 
Totnes organisation. The town has 3 community orchards disseminated around town in interesting 
locations.  
 
Follaton Community Orchard is within the mature Follaton Arboretum  
Totnes Town Cemetery has significant planting of fruit and nut trees  
Bridgetown has several small sites close to housing and a school 
 
We wanted to support the group to maintain the disseminated orchards around the town. All are 
fairly recent orchards with much of the planting being done within the last 10 years. It is at this 
point that we have to take our hats off to Wendy Stayte, who has been the driving force behind the 
planting and maintenance of the orchards with help from a group of volunteers. 
 
Finding and sustaining a resilient enough group of volunteers was the main issue for this group, as 
Wendy was ready to hand over the pruning tools to someone new. She wanted to attract more 
families to get involved and enjoy the orchards, particularly with a new housing estate being built 
near Follaton Arboretum.  
 
Aims identified during consultation 

• motivating and inspiring more volunteers 

• develop signage for Follaton Arboretum 

• encourage families to enjoy and help with the orchard and connect with wider community 

• improve mapping and labelling 
 
What’s unique about Incredible Edibles, Totnes? 

• several community orchards around the town 

• part of the Transition Town Movement 

• aiming activities and events at families 

• looking for a committed volunteer to lead the orchard work in future with a stronger group 
 
How could Growing Orchard Communities help? 
• advice and professional support 
• recommending professionals to lead family based activities 
• build on existing links with schools  
• publicity and promotion 
• develop new knowledge and skills through training and network days 
 

http://www.orchardlink.org.uk/
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An interview with Wendy Stayte 
  
About the group 
Incredible Edible, Totnes is a branch of Transition Town Totnes, a group of volunteers working on 
many aspects of sustainable living. Incredible Edibles grow food for free in public spaces 
for everyone to share.  
 
Within Incredible Edibles is a group of around 7 volunteers who see themselves as taking care of 
the various orchard and nut grove sites around the town. For over 10 years they have been clearly 
led and motivated by one volunteer with excellent tree and horticultural knowledge and 
experience.  
 
The main orchard sites they help maintain are at Follaton Arboretum, the Town Cemetery and the 
Chicken Run area in Bridgetown.  
 
What was your group’s main objective?  
To grow a bigger community around the orchards to both care for them and enjoy them.  
To encourage children and families to use and get to know their local orchard spaces to encourage 
sustainability of the various orchard sites in Totnes. 
 
What events or activities did you do to support your objective? 
 
Orchard assessment - At the start of the project an assessor from Orchard Link gave us very helpful 
recommendations. Notably, to improve signage at Follaton Arboretum so that it’s many users are 
aware that it is a community orchard. We now have 2 beautiful signs and on the main gate is a 
leaflet holder where people can find out information about events, work days and how to 
volunteer. 
 

 
 
Forest Festival - By it’s nature, the arboretum is home to some fantastic trees and a forest garden 
as well as the community orchard. The Forest Festival combined maintenance work with creative 
activities, music, food and tours of the orchard and other interesting tree sites. 50 people attended 
and the orchard trees became properly labelled with metal name tags. We partnered with the 
Network of Wellbeing who supported us with communications, publicity and volunteers on the day. 
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We were able to raise awareness of the orchard and signed up interested people to our mailing 
list.   
 

        
 
Apple harvesting at Colwell Wood (a Woodland Trust owned mature orchard)  
We held a harvesting event to gather apples for pressing at the Food Festival the following day. 
After the picking we sang together, led by a local singing teacher, shared soup, cider or juice and 
apple cake. 
 
Totnes Food Festival - We hired an apple press from Orchard Link and a smoothie bike. Sold juice, 
put out our information board and signed up people to our mailing list and told them about the 
Totnes orchards. Over 150 people enjoyed the process of apple pressing and bought juice. 
 

       
 

A series of small events in Follaton Arboretum 
Between October and February we held 4 events combining tree care with activities for children. A 
new estate has recently been built next to the arboretum and we wanted to encourage families to 
know about and use the orchard. 3 half days included someone leading children’s outdoor games 

and the other day was a craft activity. 
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These events did bring in children with some children coming more than once. The craft day 
attracted most people, with children and adults enjoying it together. There was also a Spring work 
day with stories and craft.  
 

         
 
Bench Making  
Our volunteers learnt new skills and the orchard nursery has a bench for volunteers and visitors 
which brings this area to life and allows people to spend longer here and get to know the place.  
 
 
Primary school orchard map project 
St John’s Primary School in Bridgetown, is next door to a stretch of land known locally as The 
Chicken Run. It is a long path with steps that runs behind housing. Incredible Edible have planted 
fruit and nut trees along there and further up in a small orchard area in Meadow Close.  
 
We wanted to find a way for people living in the area to know what the trees were and encourage 
them to harvest from them and look after them. Previous attempts had resulted in signs and tags 
being vandalised, so with the help of the project we decided to create an online, downloadable 
map. 
 
3 creative workshop leaders worked with year 3 in the process of making a map. Through outdoor 
explorations of the area they wrote a song, poems and illustrations for the map. We performed 
them, along with a story inspired by their experience, at a whole school assembly with parents 
followed by tea and cake. A printed map was given to every child and in this way the immediate 
area were connected to the fruit and nut trees on their doorstep. You can see it here! 
 

http://www.orchardlink.org.uk/
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The extra activities attracted new people in particular families and children who came with craft 
games etc. Singing at harvesting and more feasting than usual brought in new people who aren’t 
usually part of vols. All of those events certainly brought in new people and we had good sign up for 
our mailing list with offers of help.  
 
Who was involved?  
Participants   
The Forest Festival drew in volunteers from the wider Transition Town and forest garden group as 
well as interested towns people of all ages, as did the harvesting and food festival event. The 
arboretum activities attracted additional local families with children between 4-10 years old.  
 
The school group learnt a lot of new things about the trees and wildlife environment on their 
doorstep. The teachers said that the children had enjoyed finding out all about the tree life and 
environment in their neighbourhood and felt more connected to it. They were very proud of what 
the map and songs they had created inspired by the fruit and nut trees in the Chicken Run. 
 
Volunteers 

http://www.orchardlink.org.uk/
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The project gave a good boost to the core group of 7 regular orchard volunteers who came to most 
things.  
 
Impact on participants  
Everybody enjoyed the activities at the time. It’s hard to say if it’s left the children with a different 
feeling about the arboretum and the possibility of going and having fun there. I like to think they 
feel more at home and can go there and muck about. 
 
Impact on volunteers 
We felt very encouraged and supported by all of these special events and it was very heartening for 
everyone to see new faces. I think it’s left them feeling more empowered. We’ve enjoyed the 
support, new ideas and networking. We’ve had a lot of positive feedback and new sign up, but we 
still notice a gap between intention and action.  
 
Incredible Edibles attracts international transition tourists, who offer help and find inspiration, 
however we continue to find it difficult to build a large and robust enough group to do the work 
needed. More local commitment is required for the on-going health of the orchard sites and to 
keep them available for the enjoyment of the community and it’s visitors.  
 
Impact on orchard site   
It’s looking really good! There’s a noticeable difference during the last 12-18 months. We now have 
more people helping, it’s better cared for and more fruitful with everything well labelled and good 
orchard signage. 
 
Tell us about the difference the project made  
Our last work day which included a feast in Bridgetown brought out more volunteers than we’d 
ever seen. It was startlingly well attend with lots of children and families. It was around time of the 
school project and some of the children knew about it from the school.  
 
More people know about and are using the orchards, it’s hard to see a direct response and there’s 
still work to do to with encouraging volunteers to help look after the sites, which are all looking 
good.  
 
 
 
What next? 
After 10 years of looking after the orchards, I am stepping down and a new, enthusiastic motivator 
is needed to keep the momentum going. I hope that as each year goes on the orchards grow more 
fruitful and abundant and that the people living around using the places for walks, picnics and play 
will come to value them enough to want to take care of them. 
 
Personal statement from your group 
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It’s been wonderful to have support from the project. With the trees looking abundant and fruitful 
a new lead person is now needed to take the group forwards and help organise the harvesting and 
pressing.  
 

   

Did it work? Did they achieve their objectives? 
The Incredible Edibles orchard group created some inventive ways to achieve their aims with mixed 
results. The outcomes were mixed because motivating people to get involved, attracting volunteers 
in an increasingly time pressured world is a very hard task. The group, with our support, did all they 
could, often achieving excellent outcomes.  
 
The Forest Festival and the Apple Day at the local food festival were very popular, attracting 
plentiful numbers of people. These situations were taken good advantage of in terms of 
information sharing about the community orchards and inviting sign up to mailing lists. However, as 
Wendy pointed out all public events where 80-100 folk signed up - only 2 have showed up for 
anything - there’s a big gap between intention and action.  
 
This is not just the story of this community orchard group. It was a common theme amongst all of 
the groups, one probably recognised throughout the voluntary sector. However, a slow and steady 
approach appeared to help to build a momentum. The event at Meadow Close near the end of the 
project coincided with the school’s project which enthused the children about their orchard and its 
wildlife.  
 
The schools project in the Chicken Run enthused the children about the fruit and nut trees and 
wildlife, giving them a connection they shared with their families and wider community. By 
creatively mapping the area, awareness was raised about what food was growing there for free. 
 
The Follaton community orchard and tree nursery are now well signed, the trees are labelled and a 
bench is in place. The assessment recommendations have been carried out. The sites are in a more 
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healthy condition. Children and families have enjoyed spending time there and volunteers have 
more confidence to expand work days by combining them with family friendly games and crafts and 
storytelling. 
 
What was the learning? What would we have done differently? 
The choice of activities and approach of the group were excellent. The kind of change needed to 
embed the orchards as food producing community spaces in people’s minds can take a while, 
especially in a more transient community. There are volunteers who care about the orchards, 
however no-one at present is prepared to be the lead motivator and organiser. Groups move at 
their own pace and despite the lack of a neat handover, we hope that this will pick up again. It only 
needs one or two people to take it forwards.  
 
 

Wishing you an abundant future, Incredible Edibles, Totnes! 
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