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The Healing Garden
A personal tribute to the work of pioneering transpersonal 
therapist Jenny Grut (1955 – 2006) 

RIchaRd adamS 

enny Grut was a trained psychotherapist who worked 
for the Medical Foundation for the care of victims 
of torture. Born in Argentina, she had an artistic 
bent and found herself working with film makers 

in Buenos Aires. This was the time of the military junta 
and she witnessed firsthand the brutal suppression of 
freedom of expression. Finding herself at risk – friends 
and colleagues were being ‘disappeared’ - she escaped to 
London and worked in commercial animation and as a 
language translator. While in London she met therapist and 
human rights worker Helen Bamber OBE. Helen worked 
with survivors of the holocaust in Bergen Belsen. Many 
years later she became director of the Medical Foundation 
(since renamed Freedom from torture) and Jenny, inspired 
by her work, trained as a psychotherapist. In 1992 Helen 
supported the setting up of the Natural Growth Project 
(NGP) within the Medical foundation as a service for 
victims of political violence or torture. Jenny contacted me 
as a medical herbalist to help with this project; we met, fell 
in love and married.

The Natural growth project
Jenny founded the NGP on the idea that a person 
who has experienced profound loss can regain their 
sense of wholeness by making a connection with their 
natural environment. She saw Nature as a medium of 
communication and wanted to take the psychotherapeutic 
encounter out of the consultation room and into the 
Project’s allotments. In so doing she demonstrated how 
this new setting facilitated non verbal communication, 
a dimension that proved so valuable with clients who 
often had English as a second language and/or experience 
of severe trauma in office like rooms. In 1996 Jenny was 
generously offered a house and gardens in West Hampstead, 
London. This allowed the NGP to develop its client base 
to those too physically unwell to work on allotments. Its 

“People who are deprived of contact with the natural world suffer psychological damage.”

“If we do not consider ourselves connected with nature we are in a state of disconnection...”

Jenny Grut

users named it the ‘Remembrance garden’. Now Jenny had 
the vehicle to develop her one to one and group therapy in 
a unique client centred setting that was taking it beyond 
horticultural therapy. She was beginning a way of working 
with clients that would become known as ‘ecotherapy’. 
Her vision was to move therapeutic work in a garden 
beyond the mentally and physically incapable to a wider 
population suffering from mental or physical trauma and 
to use gardening activities as tools for transforming the 
psyche. Helen recognised this innovatory work in her 
preface to Jenny’s book ‘The Healing Fields’:

I know of no other project which embraces the lessons 
of nature combined with the skills and discipline of 
psychotherapeutic principles. It is difficult to find 
adequate words to describe what is an inspiring and 
profound project.

How the Natural Growth Project was set up
Jenny developed a team approach. She thought it better 
to work in supportive therapeutic pairs, psychotherapist/
gardener or psychotherapist/psychotherapist, particularly 
with those suffering from flashbacks as in post traumatic 
stress disorders. The therapeutic aim was to help clients 
regain their sense of self and to integrate their internal 
trauma. Jenny thought it important to encourage a 
reciprocal response to plants as she found it fostered 
nurturing and supportive attitudes. She observed that 
gardening in a group or with a supporting team helped 
clients to reach into themselves and reach out to others 
who had suffered similar abuse. The group gardening 
activities helped to diffuse the sense of isolation, painfully 
present, in those who had been imprisoned. It helped 
them to rediscover and restore their social selves and their 
ability to see a future and plan for it, as one needs to do 
if you are to cultivate herbs or vegetables. It also helped 
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them to express powerful emotions, like grief and anger 
while maintaining a sense of security in yourself and the 
group; learn new skills; adjust to a changed environment; 
reawaken self confidence and trust; value and reward 
yourself, as when you eat your produce in the due season. 
The NGP was to provide a crucible where clients could 
transform loss into gain, despair into hope, hope into 
confidence, death into life.

Nature as teacher
One of Jenny’s Iranian clients tells of his connection with 
nature via a view of a tall tree from a prison cell:

If it was winter or summer, cold or hot, storm or breeze, 
my tree taught me all the news with absolute silence . 
. . I would imagine myself being a bird, flying around, 
diving into the heart of the sky, feeling the fresh air, my 
body, flying higher and higher, seeing the colours of 
mountains and fields, looking at the children playing 
and chasing each other . . . All these thoughts gave me 
a reason to stay alive.

Jenny thought of nature as a teacher: ‘I believe that we are 
part of nature and that if we study and observe nature we 
will see the ways in which it can get incredible knocks and 
diseases, yet regenerates. There is a sort of inner core that 
will regenerate.’ The therapeutic encounters were always 
written up and well structured. Firstly, she met and found 
out about the client’s story and asked how they thought she 
might help them. She asked them about their symptoms 
and started to plan the client’s gardening work depending 
on their physical and psychic state. Once the contact with 
nature began Jenny thought ‘the inner landscape starts to 
accompany the outer landscape’. Over time the traumatic 
story emerges to inform the client and therapist. In this 
unfolding she would observe and mirror back what took 
place to help the client engage in their own process. She 
found that clients quickly contacted moments of trauma so 
they could be worked with. To Jenny Nature was more than 

just a setting in which to do therapy, it was an active third 
force that was even more important than the therapist.

This garden is for healing not for show: The story of 
the Healing Garden and the Butterfly woman
The Butterfly woman (BW) a client who is working in the 
remembrance garden bends over the densely shrubbed bed 
that needs thinning. Jenny says, ‘Have to find a nice new 
home for them … after all we don’t want the same thing to 
happen to them as happened to you’.

BW tugs a large shrub and it resists. She fetches a spade and 
pushes it down with all her strength. The shrub keels over. 
BW heaves and hurls it into the air triumphantly. Then the 
next shrub, up it must come out of here! And the next one 
and the next one. ‘There’s no place for you here anymore; we 
have to get you out of here! Do you want to be trapped? Can’t 
you hear the planes? They’re coming back. Hurry! grab what 
you can run with, got to get out of here, yes that’s right run 
we’ve got to go faster away from the flames, faster, watch out 
for that building it might collapse any moment, Oh my God! 
they are right behind us. The noise is like thunder droning 
louder and louder the sky is black with them. We must get 
out of here we must get . . .’

BW hears Jenny calling her name. ‘Are you alright can 
you hear me? Do you know what has happened? Jenny 
speaks gently.

She starts to remember. They had been talking about clearing 
a space for her in the flower bed. They had been talking about 
her mother’s garden back home. As a young girl she had 
fashioned a butterfly out of pebbles which she had painted 
with different bright colours. Jenny had suggested that she 
might like to recreate the butterfly here. Jenny had said that 
she needed to find a new home for the shrubs. Jenny had said 
she knew that BW understood what it was like to be forcibly 
removed from one’s home.

This encounter had created a direct link back to BW’s own 
transplantation and she began wreaking the same damage 
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The Peace Garden
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on the garden that had been done to her. Over the next few 
weeks BW, Jenny and the Gardener prepare together for the 
new butterfly. It emerged with double wings all the better 
to fly with and its outline was to be made with medicinal 
herbs linked to her physical and psychological ailments. 
Some herbs would be from her homeland and some from 
her adopted country England.

In time the butterf ly is completed and Jenny asks BW to 
inscribe a word beneath it that will heal her. “Salaam” 
she says. But we have visitors to our garden from many 
different countries so perhaps you can find an English 
word that everyone can understand Jenny asks. “Salaam” 
means peace, peace is a good word to use BW agrees.

BW takes her herb teas and oils that she has well researched 
for her headaches, monthly cramps, stomach aches, 
anxiety, and sleeplessness. They all fade away as she heals 
herself with the herbs. She asks the gardener to help her 
cultivate another area of the garden to grow herbs in for 
others who have ailments like hers.

Jenny contacts some medical herbalists, for guidance 
on safe and effective herbs and their processing. The 
Healing Garden is born filled with herbs and BW’s 
herbal tea clinic for fellow sufferers was to follow. I 
became a voluntary supervisor.

The day came when BW no longer needed the Healing 
Garden she bade farewell to the butterfly, handed over the 
labelled jars and drying herbs to her successor in the herb 
clinic and stepped back into the world.

I remember standing next to Jenny…….
At various fundraising events or promoting her NGP 
with journalists the question which is at once obvious 
and profound always arrived – ‘What is it that you do 
and how does it work?’ It wasn’t easy to answer then and 
it isn’t easy to answer now. Jenny would say something 
like ‘The work uses words but is beyond words. For 
without words an unheard language emerges that can 
only be listened to when the self is awakened’. One day, 
I was with her on the north London allotments working 
with victims of torture from ‘Saddam’s’ Iraq. A woman 
told me, ‘Your wife, Richard, for me she is like an angel 
working in this hospital, the hospital with the blue sky I 
call it’. You had to witness the client’s facial expression, 
her eyes, and the opening gesture of her arms gazing 
upwards while having her feet rooted in the earth of the 
vegetable patch to begin to grasp the meaning of this 
work. Jenny told me, ‘It all comes together in the smile’. 
The smile, she thought, clearly signals a person who is 
functioning psycho socially and has hope for the future. 
I smile now to think of the many engaging conversations 
over a glass of wine into the small hours of the night 
knowing that we shared a belief that reconnecting with 
nature and using plants can repair shattered minds and 

bodies. We agreed on four words that informed both of 
our work: ‘Remembering, in nature, heals’. 

As Jenny, wrote in her book ‘The Healing Fields’:

From my observations people who have difficulty 
in relating to other people seem to find it easier to 
caress a leaf, smell a flower, talk to a bird, and once 
this is established and they feel safe they can move 
on to people. Concentration, physical exercise, 
peaceful sounds and open spaces seem to help break 
down psychological defences and allow their more 
vulnerable, hurt or angry aspects to emerge. There is 
no need to present a persona in this non-human world 
of green, brown and blue.

References
Extracts from The Healing Fields. Grut.J. Linden. S. (2002). 
(out of print) by kind permission of publishers Francis 
Lincoln, London.

Natural growth project today
Freedom from Torture’s Natural Growth Project combines 
horticulture and psychotherapy, taking as its fundamental 
premise that everyone, everywhere, whatever their 
experiences, has a continuing relationship with nature.
www.freedomfromtorture.org

Freedom from torture
Freedom from Torture provides survivors of torture and 
their families with medical and social care, practical 
assistance and psychological and physical therapies.
Freedom from Torture, Tel: 020 7697 7777

Helen Bamber Foundation
Is a human rights charity founded by Helen Bamber.
Phone: 020 8058 2020
www.helenbamber.org

Richard Adams FNIMH, MCPP, MBHMA, MCOM, is 
an established medical herbalist. He enjoys a family 
practice in Greenwich, London, that is informed by 
medical science while rooted in the holistic western 
tradition. Website: www.richardadamsherbalist.co.uk
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