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Allotment huts are a place for 
tools, shelter from rain but 
more importantly a place to 

escape and dream, a place to meet and 
talk, providing a space for ordinary 
people to be creative, to show off 
their craft skills and their flair for 
innovative use of recycled materials. 

Not every site is suitable for 
individualistic huts but where they are 
hidden from disapproving neighbours 
they are a joy and an important place 
for their creators.

“A good Scottish hut with an easy 
chair, stove and frying pan, the heat 
from the stove warming the grapes in 
the adjacent greenhouse, is something 
many aspire to. In the Old Craigie 
Road allotments in Dundee there are 

enormous wood-piles that fuel the 
huts all winter. Many plot-holders 
there have solid fuel stoves and Calor 
gas bottle conversions which warm 
them and their glass houses. On a 
chilly spring morning we met four 
men happily sitting round their 
stove eating bacon butties.” [1] That 
plot-holders can do this in walking 
distance from their dwellings provides 
a deep and satisfying activity.

The creativity of allotments extends 
from the actual building of the huts 
and greenhouses to the recycling and 
technology used on the plots and in 
the buildings. Robin Bowers, in a talk 
to the Glasgow Allotments Forum, 
described re-cycling on his site:

“At Queens Park, as at all other 
allotments, I am sure lots of people 
re-use old stuff from tea bags for 
compost to pallets for building and 

raised beds. We were lucky several 
years ago to get a supply of old plastic 
sheets from bus shelters; some bore 
graffiti (who loved who and who 
didn’t love who) and became the roofs 
of many greenhouses, so 
if you fly over the plots 
you could get an idea 
of the social mores 
of Glasgow. I have a 
satellite dish on 
top of 
one 
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of my water butts as a cover to stop 
leaves and other such things getting 
in. Broken scaffolding boards are used 
as edging or for raised beds. Other 
things may not be as obvious. I have a 
leftover yellow gas pipe (2-foot wide) 
that I use for carrots or potatoes; 
these are put edge-on into the soil 
and planted in. We are fortunate that 
we got an old fishing net, this is used 
to cover part of the plot and keeps 
the birds away from the brassicas—
doesn’t keep out the cabbage butterfly 
though, but you take what you can. 
Old bricks can be used for edging 
or paths and I have seen old boots 
being planted with flowers. You can 
also use old cisterns as a trailing-
flower planter. What you can use is 
only limited by your imagination”. 

Sandy Menzies from Slopefield 
Allotments in Aberdeen is inventive 
in his use of technology for his shed, 

his 10-foot by 6-foot solar passive 
greenhouse, and his polytunnel [2]:

“The greenhouse warms up during 
the day and heat rises to the top of 
the structure where it is drawn into 
a low-voltage fan on a timer which 
is run from a 12-volt 115AH solar 
battery, powered by a 120-watt solar 
panel located on the roof of the shed, 
which helps cool the greenhouse 
during the day. The air is 
ducted below the ground 
where it heats up an array of 

water bottles held within a 6-foot by 
4-foot by 3-foot insulated box with 
a small slot in the top. As the night 
temperatures fall, the hot air beneath 
the ground rises which means there 
is less of a fluctuation in temperature 
and in the winter months this helps 
guard against frost. I have installed 
a self-watering Autopot system in 
the greenhouse which means my 

tomatoes, cucumbers 
and peppers are fed and 
watered automatically 
from a 150-litre tank 

situated high up in the eaves 
of the greenhouse…all 

I have to do is fill the 
tank once a fortnight, 
add nutrients and 
pick the produce. My 
polytunnel is a south 
facing 12-foot by 
15-foot tunnel which 
contains a central 

12-foot by 4-foot raised 
bed and along the north wall has a 
rack of 12 to 100-litre water butts 
which will capture all the rainwater 
that falls on my shed, greenhouse and 
polytunnel roofs. A wall of water with 
a large thermal mass absorbing lots 
of heat during the day and radiating 
heat during the night will allow me to 
continue gardening throughout the 
winter months as the water supply is 
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The greenhouse warms up during 
the day and heat rises to the top of 
the structure where it is drawn into 
a low-voltage fan on a timer which 
is run from a 12-volt 115AH solar 
battery.
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turned off between November 
and April. I intend to create a 
modern day ‘hot bed’ by ducting 
the hot air down and through 
a series of pipes underneath my 
raised bed which should allow me 
to grow crops very early in the 
year and during the warmer 
months these flexible ducts 
can be moved to expel excess 
hot air from the tunnel.” 

Craft and technology but also 
engaging with nature, all are 
important for our wellbeing 
and quality of life. Those with 
gardens sometimes keep bees, 
chickens or even rabbits but these 
interests are not available to people in 
tenements and high rises. Wellhouse 
allotments in Glasgow are part of the 
Development Trust complex. They 
have ten small garden plots but also 
keep chickens, rabbits, and guinea 
pigs. They have sheds in which they 
paint, make furniture, simply socialise 
or get involved more generally with 
what is going on. The site is an 
integral part of the community and 
an example of how valuable urban 
huts can be to the local people. 

The value of 
being able to walk 
to your hut [3] is 
shown in the story of 
Jean MacKay:

“She was just three years old when 
her father, a docker, became a plot-
holder at the South Western site. Her 
mother was the real gardener of the 
family and Jean remembers that in 
the 1930s, the family spent days on 
end at the allotment with dinners of 
tatties, turnip and cabbage cooked on 
the wood-burning stove—this saved 
having to use a precious penny for the 
gas-meter at home. Money was scarce: 

it was a time 
of widespread 

unemployment 
and great 

poverty as there 
was little or no work for 

the Govan dockers, who spent 
many of their days playing 

‘pitch and toss’. During the War, 
Jean’s most vivid memory is being 

wakened by the warning wail of the 
air-raid sirens and being bundled 
into her coat. Instead of going to 
the nearest air-raid shelter, Jean and 
her mother, carrying her baby son, 
walked to their allotment where they 
lit the stove and settled for the night. 
Jean’s baby brother celebrated his first 
birthday during the Clydebank blitz.” 

Jean’s story is relevant today, when 
being able to spend time in a simple 
hut, escaping from the stresses of our 
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Above and opposite, left to right: Allotment 
hut built with reclaimed bus shelter windows; 
A series of small technical inspirations; Em’s 
chickens. Illustrations by Emily Chappell.
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life, sitting and feeling safe should be 
part of ‘social prescribing’, reducing 
the burden on the NHS. Somewhere 
we can walk to, away from the clutter 
of cars and noise. Even in towns, 
there are places where urban huts can 
be created, where people can listen to 
the birds, watch the plants grow and 
smell the leaves.

But there is a problem: the wilder 
expression of the architectural design 
of allotment huts is disapproved of 
by many. Applications for a new 
allotment site usually raise derogatory 
comments such as ‘it will be a shanty 
town’, ‘it will attract undesirables’, 
‘bring down the price of our house’. 
Consequently the local authorities 
have strict rules about the size and 
shape of huts, several insisting on 
standard, uniform sheds. Small sizes 
and uniformity of huts on allotment 
sites misses out the community 
aspect, the space to meet and share tea 
and bacon butties or curry and rice, 
and the opportunity for innovative 
construction and use of materials. 

Perhaps we can take inspiration from 
Denmark. They have two kinds of 
allotments: a ‘traditional’ allotment 
can be found at the Sundvenget site 
in the centre of Copenhagen. Like 
Scottish plots, they are used for 
intensive food production with a 
few flowers for cutting and the only 
buildings are huts for storing tools. 

Only one kilometer away from 
Ameger Strand is a leisure allotment 
site with chalets where people can 
stay over-night in summer. Plots may 
have some vegetables and flowers but 
the focus is on recreation and ‘soul 
enhancing’. Throughout Denmark, 

there are about are about 
420 of these leisure 

allotment gardens with 
42,000 members. 

The chalets 
are usually 

simple 
without 
sewage 

or electricity supplied and water only 
in the summer. 

In Scotland there have been 
similar sites, such as Carbeth and 
Lochwinnoch, though today the 
chalets often have more facilities. 
However, the difference is that many 
of the Danish sites are in the towns 
in the middle of the high rises and 
houses, easily accessible. Can this 
model be encouraged in our towns? 
Glasgow, Aberdeen and Dundee 
certainly have the available land—so 
what’s stopping us?
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