
I
n early 1991, Sandy Kennedy, then a relatively young
Denman Island homesteader, had an idea that she thought
was brilliant, but other people said was crazy: invite the

public to visit the homes and gardens of her beautiful Island,
and thus raise money for land conservation.
Kennedy, it turns out, was right. A few months later, the first

Denman Island Home & Garden Tour took place—and it’s been
happening almost every year since then. The garden and home
that Sandy Kennedy shares with her partner Des Kennedy, well-
known writer, broadcaster and gardening personality, has been
on almost every tour. 
This June the garden tour celebrates its 20th anniversary.

It’s good occasion for reflecting on its history and impact. Sandy
traces the genesis of the tour to three sources: the desire to
conserve land on Denman, civil disobedience to stop mining in
Strathcona Park, and a visit she and Des took to England in
1990.
Originally, the Kennedys’ garden had been all about food.

But when they got involved in the battle to save Strathcona, all
this changed. They’d spend days at the Strathcona blockade,
returning to Denman periodically to touch base, bringing with
them an enormous amount of passion and excitement which
they poured into their garden.
‘We were full of adrenaline from blockading and being

arrested; we had all this extra energy and stress and needed an
outlet. It was just ‘let’s terrace this way and let’s terrace that way’,’
she says, laughing. ‘There’s no way I could ever do that again.’
Eventually, the blockade was successful and the Kennedys

had a beautiful garden, with rows upon rows of rock-walled
terraces holding beds waiting to be filled with colourful
perennials.
About that time, Des and Sandy took a six-month trip to

Europe. While in England, they learned about the British
National Garden Scheme, in which people open their homes
and gardens to the public for a fee. For Sandy, the proverbial
light bulb flashed on.
‘I thought, why not use our Denman gardens to make

money?’ At that time, garden tours were rare. Denman
Conservancy Association was in its infancy, a tiny grassroots

organization with few resources beyond enthusiasm. Its
members saw that the Gulf Islands had been ‘discovered’ and
hoped to balance the resulting development pressures by
creating areas of preserved land. But they hadn’t yet figured out
how.
‘We believed the conservancy should make money to buy

land, which sounded totally out of the question. People said
there’s no way to do that.’
Ignoring the scepticism, the Kennedys and a handful of

others organized the first tour over a very intense two-month
period. It was an instant hit.
‘Tickets sold out weeks before the event. People were

phoning and begging for tickets,’ says Sandy.
‘People loved it. You get on that ferry and come to Denman

and you know you’re in a different place. For most people it’s a
lifestyle they dream of having. To walk down those driveways
and peek into a glimmer of that alternative lifestyle was totally
enchanting for people.’
Leslie Dunsmore, a former tour organizer  whose property

appears on the tour for the 8th time this year, has seen the tour
develop and grow over the years.
‘Above all,’ says Dunsmore, ‘what makes this tour successful

are the amazing rural gardens. Even the fanciest has a rural
sensibility. They are surrounded by the forest that people have
kept intact. Another draw is the houses, which tend to be unique,
owner-built, and reflective of the natural surroundings and the
unique human community on the Island.’ 
Denman’s community is a particularly artistic one, which

shows up not only in the gardens and homes but also in the
atmosphere. Many people come because they are garden
fanatics and want to look and learn and be inspired, but equally,
people come for the whole experience, the magic of the Island
culture and milieu, she explains.
Thanks in part to the tour—not just the funds it has raised,

but also the way it has brought people together and raised this
organization’s profile and confidence—the Denman
Conservancy Association is now a well-established, well-
respected charitable organization with a proven track record.
During the journey from ‘crazy idea’ to one of Denman’s
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defining events, the Tour has made over $300,000 to help
protect almost 800 acres of land on the Island, earned media
accolades (dubbed ‘one of Canada’s top six horticultural events’
by the Globe and Mail), and encouraged a generation of
Denman gardeners, builders and community organizers.
After 20 years, Sandy is pleased to see that the tour has

fulfilled her hopes. ‘When we started this, there was a feeling of
connecting ourselves to something bigger than we were. We felt
really strongly that there was another purpose to our gardens
beyond our own enjoyment.’
Sandy and Des’ now-mature gardens and home are on the

tour yet again this June. 
See ‘What’s On?’ page 7 for details. 0
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