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      INTRODUCTION
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      My first anthology of Trad’s Diary sucked the pith out of my first 18 years of horticultural musings. The column started in
         1975, when I was asked to remodel the 100-year-old Journal of the Royal Horticultural Society and we renamed it The Garden. I made much of the fact that it was Volume 100 (rather mysteriously, sinceVolume I appeared in 1866).
      

      
      The Garden seemed an auspicious title. The last magazine to bear it was founded by William Robinson. In 1875, exactly a century before,
         Gertrude Jekyll had called on Mr Robinson in his Covent Garden office: a meeting momentous in gardening history. As for Tradescant,
         I borrowed what seemed to be an abandoned name (I could find no claimant) from King James I’s celebrated gardener, the first
         to introduce foreign plants to a newly curious England.
      

      
      History, as we all know, has done nothing but speed up since then. Events, discoveries, fashions – the grist (along with the
         weather) to a diarist’s mill – flash by faster and faster. Memorable changes were documented in my first anthology. Conservation
         and garden history both appeared for the first time as important factors in horticulture. We grew richer, employed more gardeners
         (in the 1970s professional gardeners were a threatened species), bought more plants and more gadgets, conservatories came
         back into vogue, we travelled more to visit gardens and started to use computers. One of their first fruits was The Plant Finder, which hugely expanded our choice of plants.
      

      
      By the 1990s the Internet was becoming a familiar concept. Then 12 years ago the World Wide Web opened a universe of information
         and exchange that has left nothing untouched: certainly not magazines and their contributors. What you need to know is two
         clicks away, and discussion with fellow-addicts in any subject, gardening included, wonderfully available.
      

      
      
      What does a habitual diarist do? He finds more and more to write about, has more matter at his disposal, hears more rebuttals
         from his readers – generally, in other words, has to stir his stumps. The natural move to make, in fact, in the teeth of the
         cybergale, is to go online, which is what Trad did in 2008. Satisfying as it was, month by month, to see one’s jottings coming
         back from the printer handsomely bound, it is even more exciting to launch them on the ether with immediate effect. Better
         still is the luxury of pruning them later to be handsomely reprinted, as this diary now is in Hortus magazine.
      

      
      Recollection in tranquillity allows one to see trends emerging. Political correctness, ever more throttling to free expression,
         makes me glad this is only a gardening diary. While more and more money is poured into gardening it seems to generate few really
         new ideas: grasses and topiary are the icons of the age. The philosophers of horticulture allege there is nothing new to say:
         does it have to be new, though, to be beautiful?
      

      
      The 1990s saw Trad’s own gardening world expand into central France. The stimulating differences between soils, climates,
         traditions and conventions became an important theme. A few years later it was North Wales and the opportunities offered by
         high rainfall and acid soil. Central to it all for 34 years has been my own Essex garden, my daily preoccupation, now beyond
         maturity and demanding decisions.
      

      
      Global warming is the elephant in the garden. We have not had a destructively cold winter in Essex for 27 years. We cheerfully
         plant or leave out things only recently classed as tender, secretly hoping, perhaps, that normality will return and kill them
         off. It would be doubly perverse, though, not to experiment and enjoy growing things our predecessors couldn’t. Carpe diem
         should be the gardener’s motto.
      

      
      Gardening is all about pleasure, and Trad has been extraordinarily lucky to be able to share his pleasures in growing and
         weeding and propagating, in talking to gardeners and visiting gardens worldwide for so many years. Extremely lucky too in
         the tolerance of three editors of The Garden: Elspeth Napier, Susanne Mitchell and Ian Hodgson. For many years I also enjoyed the friendly carping (it is their job) of
         an ideal sub-editor, Jeremy Kirk. Diane Pengelly, who has made editing this volume another pleasure, has been a loyal friend
         over the years. To them all, and to all my readers, I offer a gardener’s blessing: may your ground elder evaporate and roses
         perfume your life.
      

	  Hugh Johnson

   

      
      
      1993
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      KEY OF THE DOOR

      
      Trad reaches years of discretion this month, a curious and not at all unpleasant feeling for a greying gardener. Years of discretion?
         A likely story. Comes of age, anyway.
      

      
      Eighteen years, 216 columns and nearly 200,000 words since Trad began, some sort of milestone seems appropriate. I shall mark
         it by recalling to younger readers how that distant June saw the metamorphosis of the stately old Journal of the RHS (then in its 100th volume) into the bright-plumaged thing you have in your hand.
      

      
      In the process it was felt (the old Journal habitually used the passive voice) that a more personal touch would appeal at least to the more frivolous element among the
         then Fellows. Trad was press-ganged to write a diary-cum-gossip column ... and you know the rest.
      

      
      ‘WhyTradescant?’ was one of the first readers’ questions of the new regime. The answer is simple. I was looking for a pen
         name that was unmistakable, a sort of Atticus or Peterborough, but that spelt gardening – at least to the initiated. There
         was no Tradescant Trust in 1975, few knew the name of the most illustrious of royal gardeners – and nobody still bears it,
         as I was at pains to find out. Very few even knew how to pronounce it (the accent is on the second syllable – a funny place
         to put it, I still think).
      

      
      
      LOST FOR WORDS

      
      Gardens Without Borders was the title of a winter Channel 4 series about some of the loveliest (not necessarily the grandest) gardens of France.
      

      
      
      It was a bright idea: to take a party of keen amateurs from Yorkshire on a guided tour and let them make the inevitable comparisons. The
         itinerary was excellently planned: a circular trajectory starting and ending in Normandy. Some of the gardens (Kerdalo in
         Brittany, for example) are already celebrated; others certainly deserve to be.
      

      
      So what was the snag? It was the usual television problem: the self-conscious appeal to the lowest common denominator that
         emerges as wilful banality. Searching our language for comments on the beauty around them, ‘interesting’ was the fattest plum
         anyone found.
      

      
      It is the long-established custom among English gardeners to wear the ugliest imaginable clothes – especially anoraks in primary
         colours. Going abroad for some reason brings out the worst in everyone’s wardrobe, as a glance round a cross-Channel ferry
         or an airport lounge too painfully testifies. Just by being in these exquisite places, therefore, our party spoiled the beauty
         they had come to see.
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      ELBOW ROOM

      
      I wonder what I’m doing wrong. The magic of wallflowers (apart from their wonderful smell, on the winey side of violets) was
         that they grew on walls. You didn’t – at least I didn’t – plant them there, but an old wall beside where wallflowers grew
         acquired plants that became almost shrubby and lasted for years, hanging on like a dinghy sailor in a squall but giving their
         adopted home that wonderful seal of approval that only self-sown plants can give.
      

      
      Or plants that layer themselves. A bough of a shrub, or better a tree, that has felt so comfortable with its elbow resting
         on the ground that it has taken root always looks like the mark of a mature – even a serene – garden. The oriental plane at
         The National Trust’s Blickling Hall in Norfolk, which now covers perhaps half an acre with its boa-constrictor branches, is
         one of the best examples I know.
      

      
      Now I’m happy to report that the walnut tree by the back drive here has declared itself satisfied by shooting up vigorously
         from where a branch has drooped down to the daffodils. Perhaps the wallflowers will indicate their assent too.
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      THE PLANTSMAN

      
      So great and all-pervading an influence has Chris Brickell been on the RHS since he became Director of Wisley in 1969 that
         it is tempting to call this month, since he retired as Director General on 31 July, the first of the PB (post-Brickell) era.
      

      
      Relatively few of us can remember the AB years, or imagine the Society without his special blend of courtesy, modesty and
         authority. In botanical or taxonomic matters it is wise in any case to defer to Chris. But it is also wise in matters relating
         to human relations, ecology, conservation, travel, publishing – in fact just about anything to do, however peripherally, with
         horticulture. If confirmation were needed, the length and volume of the ovation he received at the pre-Chelsea press lunch,
         with the Prime Minister John Major as guest of honour, was a vivid testimonial.
      

      
      It is absolutely in character for Chris to be embarrassed by the phrases that are doled out as a matter of (very proper) form
         to an important administrator (and much more than that) retiring from office.
      

      
      
      SOURCE OF LIGHT

      
      Truly wise and helpful generalisations about gardening are few. It takes a Russell Page, a Humphry Repton or a Leonardo da
         Vinci to crystallise observations into axioms. The one I have in mind was Leonardo’s ‘The trees that are between you and the
         sun are far more beautiful than those which have you between the sun and themselves’, echoed and put rather more plainly by
         Repton:‘All natural objects look best with the sun behind them; all artificial objects with the sun on them.’
      

      
      Of course they were thinking on the grand scale: of trees and buildings, if not of whole landscapes. What reminded me of the
         principle was the fine spring evenings when the low-angled sun caught and fired up the young growth of plants on a pergola,
         spires in the border – and indeed of trees in new and still-translucent leaf.
      

      
      I would take issue with Repton, though, on the word ‘behind’. The most beautiful effects come not when you are squinting directly
         into the sun through a plant, but when the light is angled at 30 or 40 degrees. Then the profile of the plant, the colour of
         its leaves and the detail of its design are brought into the sharpest relief.
      

      
      What practical use can be made of this observation? Bear it in mind when planting to the south and west of your viewpoint, whether patio or kitchen window (the one over the sink is the most important
         in the house).
      

      
      From the chives and pansies in the foreground to the maple and white foxgloves in the middle and the birch in the background
         (plus of course the vine on the pergola) each leaf and flower is etched on my mind.
      

      
      The reverse view is flat. Although, as Repton says, the house looks okay from there.

      
      
      THE MONTH OF MAY

      
      The moment in May when the hawthorns add their mass of flowers to the already splendid candles on the horse chestnuts is the
         climax of the spring. This year it seemed more so than ever. The weight of white tugged at the hawthorn branches, bowing down
         the trees in cascades that gave a glittering frame to every other object. The all-important white on a painter’s palette can
         be used for eye-catching highlights, or to give the whole picture a sense of life and freshness. May blossom refreshes the
         very soul.
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      ROOTS

      
      It is nearly 30 years since the Garden History Society came into being, and almost impossible to believe now that it began
         life as a tiny clique working in an almost totally neglected corner of scholarship.
      

      
      Archaeology and research in archives, aerial surveys and detective work on the ground are now integral to the treatment and
         planning of any site where a garden has stood for a considerable time. Restoration is almost automatically preferred to re-design.
         Our garden consciousness now has an extra dimension: it is not just this season we see, but a whole history of society and
         taste expressed in horticulture.
      

      
      Authenticity, the faithful following of what research digs up about the past, can occasionally be carried too far. We have
         far more and better plants than, for example, 17th-century gardeners had. Would they, we might ask ourselves, have denied themselves
         the lovely plants of China and Japan had they been available to them? Should we not follow the spirit rather than the letter
         and add better plants we know they would have enjoyed?
      

      
      On the other hand, craftsmanship was available then that nobody can afford today. Even a good garden wall, let alone elaborate
         stonework, is so expensive that we go without – or make do with more or less trite reproductions.
      

      
      The past, it seems to me, should stimulate our imaginations – but not limit them. The first step is to know and understand
         it – and this the Garden History Society above all has equipped us to do.
      

      
      PS: www.gardenhistorysociety.org

      
      
      CLARY

      
      Salvia sclarea var. turkestanica has been given various rude names. ‘Hot housemaid’ is one that comes down the ages, full of evocations of a very different
         era. True, it pongs, but what a wonder its presence is, looming suddenly enormous, self-sown in dusty corners, catching and
         holding the light in its unpindownable pale blend of violet and white and pink and grey, spiky with bracts (these are the
         smelly bits) but solid with its broad rough basal leaves. It volunteers here besides catmint and Rosa ‘Ballerina’ and pale-pink mallows, shoots up under Rosa ‘Albertine’ ... in fact it has an unfailing colour sense.
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      DELVING DEEP

      
      Who has really pondered landscape design for almost the whole of the 20th century and produced a string of masterworks to prove
         it?
       There is more than one answer to this question. Roberto Burle Marx, the Brazilian genius who designed Copacabana beach, whose
         landscapes are massive abstracts in exotic colours and textures, and who was the first person to be exercised about the Amazon
         jungle, is certainly one.
      

      
      But the philosopher-designer I have in mind is Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe, because the first of four volumes of his collected writings
         came out in June from the Garden Art Press. Volume 1 starts with ‘Soundings’, a new introductory essay that dives in at the
         deep end. Jellicoe explores the elusive relationship between creative practical design and the subconscious.
      

      
      In his own design he has drawn on many of the great artists of this century for inspiration. He sees powerful design as springing
         from the subconscious and being controlled by it. Over 70 years he has developed ideas and formed techniques for creating
         landscapes that appeal and satisfy on both the conscious and subconscious levels.
      

      
      I am not good at following the jargon of art criticism, but when Jellicoe expounds the work of Picasso or Paul Nash in terms of landscape design, I am hooked.
      

      
      
      LONG SERVICE

      
      We’re already into late summer and the ‘winter-flowering’ pansies are still at it outside the kitchen window. They were installed
         by Mrs Trad in late November as edging between her new kitchen-herb garden and a much-used curving stone path.
      

      
      Over nine months in flower they have seen innumerable other flowers come and go, but they have yet to find a mismatch for
         their gentle, rather washed-out, slightly stripy/blotchy shade of lilac – or is it lavender?
      

      
      They have been the fetching ribbon to the blue of scillas, the fresh green and purple of chives, the yellow of Welsh poppies,
         the clear pink of Rosa ‘Anemone’, the hot orange of lilies, the flaring white of Spiraea thunbergii (not all of these in the herb bed!), the strong growing-green of grass – and we’re still not tired of them. I’m sure they
         like the shade, because the herb garden faces north-east against a corner of the house. Happily so do the herbs.
      

      
      
      BARK AS THERAPY

      
      If there is one plum unjob in the garden, a reward to keep for moments of well-earned tranquillity after the tedious and sweaty
         bits, it is surely peeling birches.
      

      
      It is a summer job, ideal for early mornings or late evenings in July and August when the tree has grown enough to need to
         shed its snake-like skin. You stand in the birch’s shade and gently, deliberately, unbandage it. A few strips unwind with
         satisfying ease, uncovering a fresh layer of bark as tenderly tinted as a nude. Little snags make it interesting. You prise
         very gently with your fingernail at a recalcitrant corner to start another uncovering; the dusty, lichenous paper crackling
         quietly as it comes away.
      

      
      Any birch will do. Native silver birches are as satisfying as any. But Betula utilis var. jacquemontii has rich creamy layers to explore, B. papyrifera powdery goal-post white, and B. albosinensis blushing flesh tones. One day, somewhere, I will find an American river birch to undress. The river birch wears black.
      

      
      
      DRESS SENSE

      
      Trad ventured on to the evidently touchy subject of clothes in gardens recently, in relation to a certain television series.
         It was a good mailbag-filler, and a surprising number of readers called for more.
      

      
      
      At the risk of sounding like Jeeves to the Berties whose instinct is to pep the place up with a spot of purple (the socks
         in question, you recall, were eventually given to the lift boy) I have an incident to report that illustrates the problem
         nicely.
      

      
      Graham Stuart Thomas had a party of visitors in his garden not long ago that included one orange jumper, one scarlet ditto,
         and a dress in bold zigzag. His garden is exquisite, delicate, the daily delight of the practical master of modern gardening.
         Of course he was too polite to say anything. His visitors had come a long way ....
      

      
      But colour is colour – and can destroy colour. If it is eye-catching it is bound to be a distraction to others. We cannot
         all make ourselves elegant, but we can think about what we put on when we go garden-gazing. It needn’t be mud-coloured either,
         just quiet, and in colours as far removed from fluorescent as we can find.
      

      
      Green is a good start. So is medium grey, blue, white or light-pink in summer. Since we have to share the loveliest gardens
         with so many visitors these days, a modest dress code like this seems to Trad to be merely common courtesy.
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      MOPHEADS

      
      What is it about hydrangeas that makes them such potent creators of a certain garden mood? I mean, of course, the common or
         mophead hydrangeas, hortensias to the Victorians (and the French), which form great dowdy pinkish mounds in seaside gardens
         where the secateurs sanded up years ago.
      

      
      Well tended, well pruned, they are formal things: the proper tub-plants to flank a stately doorway. Caught by a shaft of light
         in sandy woodland they can be a more startling icy-blue than any other flower. Ranged along the bottom of a wall they stamp
         it with seniority as few plants can. What gives them this power?
      

      
      They breathe an air of artificiality that refuses to blend with other plants. Unlike their more graceful cousins the great
         gangling Hydrangea aspera subsp. sargentiana, the soft H. aspera Villosa Group or the floppy arborescens or quercifolia, their destiny is to dominate, like a centrepiece in a salon. They finish the summer and bring in the autumn of spiders’ 
         webs, slow dawns and chilly gusts; their mops turning to parchment skeletons, their powerful presence still intact.
      

      
      Why hortensias? It was one of the prodigious de Jussieus from Lyon, a family that dominated French botany for three 18th-century
         generations, who gave them the name. Hortensia means ‘of gardens’. The genus (as it was) Hortensia was thus by definition the most garden plant: almost unimaginable in the wild.
      

      
      
      BOOK CROP

      
      Perhaps because the dazzling annual choice of new gardening books so cruelly feeds our feelings of inadequacy, I suspect we
         all keep at our elbow some of the original books we turned to for help when we first started to garden with intent.
      

      
      It would be interesting to have a poll of which books are most generally kept within arm’s length. The book that gave me my
         first inklings, much comfort and even the first glimmering of confidence was The Modern Flower Garden by Brigadier C E Lucas Phillips, the sequel to his famous The Small Garden (and more famous Cockleshell Heroes).
      

      
      I don’t know how many other military men have beaten their swords into the potent pair of spade and nib, but soldiering seems
         to be ideal training for recruiting and instructing novice gardeners. Lucas Phillips starts with first-class organisation
         of ideas, then writes with a kindly bluffness that eminently becomes a soldier. He is no waster of words. Here is Euphorbia characias:‘Similar [to E.Wulfenii] but has a maroon eye. Hideous.’ Had I been one of his men I’m sure I would have followed him anywhere – and not only out
         of curiosity.
      

      
      The new books of this season are mounding up in gleaming piles in the bookshops now. Choose, if you can, between Rosemary
         Verey on Garden Plans, Christopher Lloyd’s Flower Garden, Anthony Archer-Wills on TheWater Gardener, David Austin on roses, JaneTaylor on shady gardens and dry gardens, Some Flowers byVita Sackville-West, not seen since 1937, and even Highgrove by Himself.
      

      
      
      JE SOURIS, TU SOURIS

      
      The grey grass of August on a gritty ridge in the centre of France is a miniature rush hour on the Circle line as field mice
         and voles in tens of thousands scurry along their corridors, sometimes on the surface, sometimes in tunnels.
      

      
      The breakfast, lunch and dinner area (for human inhabitants) atTrad’s hideout is in a sunken arbour with vines overhead and
         the ground at sitting eye-level, a herb bed for foreground. As you sit popping cherry tomatoes in your mouth, an agreeable little furry fellow pops
         out of a hole a yard away and fells a basil stalk with a bite. You say ‘tut’ and he leaves it for you to savour with the tomatoes.
      

      
      What beats me is that the buzzards, constantly wheeling overhead making their oddly feeble (but nonetheless haunting) mewing
         cry, never seem to spot the most blatant mouse manoeuvres. There are scores of the serene broad-winged birds of prey, but
         I have never seen one stooping, nor carrying a catch. Their rest-stops are stag-headed oaks and walnuts in the fields where
         they sit looking wise and watchful (but are probably fast asleep). What they clearly need is some tactical instruction, a
         pep talk, or possibly contact lenses.
      

      
      Meanwhile I can only assume that the Crocus tommasinianus and Narcissus pseudonarcissus that I buried so confidently last year have plumped up the tunnellers into tastier morsels than ever.
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      AGONY AUNT

      
      It is a lucky member of the Society who has never had cause to consult its Agony Aunt, Audrey. I’m not sure she will like being
         described in such unscientific terms, because Audrey Brooks, who retires at the end of this month as Senior Scientist at Wisley,
         has always kept the low profile that befits a diligent researcher.
      

      
      On the other hand her sympathetic letters have gone out in their thousands to gardeners worried over sickly specimens, frantic
         over pests or distraught over dendrogenous deaths.
      

      
      They have brought the comfort of scientific certainty, even if the alarming message was that you, too, have honey fungus.
         Or if uncertain, as must happen from time to time, Audrey would often unleash one of her famous little pamphlets (Faulty Root Action is my favourite) which have the great merit of making you take a long close look at the ailing plant and try to figure out
         for yourself what was going on down there.
      

      
      Audrey hails from Kent, graduated from the University of Aberystwyth, and after apprenticeship atWisley with Donald Green
         succeeded him as chief scientist. If this sounds as though the lab is the only part of Wisley she frequents, nothing could
         be further from the truth.
      

      
      As Examinations Officer she has been consulted by hundreds of young people heading for a horticultural career, work she loves and which has made her much loved and respected. She is deeply
         involved with village and church life at Wisley too, as Parish Clerk and Churchwarden: a familiar figure with headscarf and
         trug bringing flowers from the garden to beautify the church. These duties, I understand, she will not relinquish as she retires.
      

      
      
      NONPAREIL

      
      What flower of the autumn ideally combines elegance with endurance? What holds its perfect rings of petals, like dishes of
         light, in random flights 3 feet above showers of leaves as handsome as a vine? The Japanese anemone, of course.
      

      
      It is hard to think of a garden picture that would not gain as it were a ray of light from a covey of these flowers. The first
         encounter with them I remember was in an abandoned flower bed on the Kent Downs where they survived to raise a pale-pink cloud
         above the tangled grasses as the summer drew to an end. I have vivid memories of them in great cooling white drifts under
         the sun-baked wall of a château in Périgord, filing like a row of little lamps across the gloom of a rain-soaked garden in
         Argyll .... Now they manoeuvre like butterflies in a breeze outside my study window.
      

      
      
   

      
      
      1994
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      ANOTHER CREED

      
      Autumn is perhaps an odd season to choose for spring-cleaning, but once you become aware how overgrown and blurred a corner
         of the garden has become, there is no putting off the pleasure of rolling up your sleeves and setting to.
      

      
      It was our ‘Japanese’ pond that had drifted out of focus over the years, and if any kind of garden demands to be kept crisp
         it is the kind that emulates, however inadequately, the Japanese style. We knew when we built our little waterfall, planted
         our maple and pine, installed our stone lantern and stepping stones, that we were laying ourselves open to the remark reputedly
         made by a Japanese diplomat in such a setting:‘We have nothing like this in Japan.’ But an infidel can still find pleasure
         in the decor of another creed, however half-understood.
      

      
      What really lets us down is not lack of formal correctness, but a dearth of small sandalled figures bending with brush and
         bamboo bucket to retrieve or adjust each fallen leaf. Once a petal is out of place, you can no longer pretend you have even
         a pastiche of a Japanese garden.
      

      
      It was a most satisfying job anyway. First I uncovered the rocks, screened by water irises and swamped by hostas, that pretend
         to be a naturally outcropping ridge that disappears into the pond to re-emerge the other side. Next I realised that the pine
         I have kept bushy all these years by pinching out its growing tips was also hiding the rocks. I waded in with saw and secateurs
         and reduced its foliage by half. Now you see through it, which seems to make it more, not less, important.
      

      
      
      There was plenty more tidying and simplifying to do before I thought I saw a glimmer of Kyoto. But at last I have dared to
         do something I’ve always wanted to: introduce the bamboo note in stout poles propping the branches of trees. Why there should
         be something appealing in a thick bamboo sticking out of the water and tied to a pine branch I’m not sure. But I’ve looked
         at it (and its sharp-focused reflection) from all angles, and it speaks to me. In Japanese, of course.
      

      
      
      SOIL AND SOCIETY

      
      Television gardening has advanced by light-years in quality and interest – or so it seemed on the Friday in October when the
         BBC’s enthralling Englishwoman’s Garden series was followed on Channel 4 by an essay on soil that was quite beautiful to watch.
      

      
      The two programmes were nicely complementary. In the first Rosemary Verey, brilliantly vague in close-up, was intercut with
         Penelope Hobhouse, equally tight-shot, laying bare her innermost thoughts. Then Mrs Verey was giving her young gardeners their
         morning trot round Barnsley House while Mrs Hobhouse was at her publishers, briefing the sales-force about her latest book.
         They were together at Chelsea, where Mrs Hobhouse gave her outspoken view of the judges who had failed to give Mrs Verey’s
         garden a gold medal.
      

      
      The programme combined ‘lifestyle’ with a touch of Anthony Clare: had almost everything in it, in fact, except raw horticulture.

      
      The soil-science programme rivalled Life on Earth in picture-quality. The photography was so lovely, whether wandering over the Burren or a ploughed field, that I became a
         mite impatient with the lecture parts, with students dutifully fingering sand and clay to feel the difference. It scrambled
         to a dutifully horticultural conclusion, advising against planting azaleas on chalk and vice versa. But all this felt like
         a (quite unnecessary) justification for what one remembers: the pictures.
      

      
      Of course there is still a place, and a need, for bean-planting programmes. But may we please have more of the science and
         the social side of gardening? And come to that, of its literature and its art?We have the cameramen to keep us all distracted
         with its beauty.
      

      
      
      GROUNDSWELL

      
      The idea of County Gardens Trusts is a fairly recent one, but so productive of useful initiatives that the founding of a National
         Association (in October, at the Museum of Garden History) had an air of inevitability. A body of volunteers in 18 counties (with another dozen in the wings)
         has important potential.
      

      
      The county trusts each originated in a group of enthusiasts who wanted gardening to have an independent voice in local affairs.
         Some were inspired by the need or desire to preserve an old garden, others to document their county’s principal gardens, others
         to create new gardens. Underlying these efforts, as Gilly Drummond, Chairman of the extremely active Hampshire Gardens Trust
         and of the new Association, told me, is the aim to ‘secure the base of the pyramid’. The way to secure it, she feels, is by
         such simple initiatives as giving children gardens at school, by giving volunteers the chance to design as well as to weed
         and rake, and by coordinating this low-key, self-help approach with relevant statutory and scholarly bodies – the NCCPG (National
         Council for the Conservation of Plants and Gardens), for example.
      

      
      PS: www.nccpg.com
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      CHROMATICS

      
      Stationary high pressure has kept the garden in a trance for the last three weeks. Without a breath of wind, a drop of rain
         or a nip of frost the trees have undressed as quietly as in a bedroom, their leaves falling round them like petticoats to
         lie in perfect circles at their feet.
      

      
      This is something I’ve never seen before: each tree’s whole canopy of leaves a distinct disc on the grass. No two discs are
         exactly the same colour: even of two oaks standing side by side, one’s leaves are a darker, rustier brown.
      

      
      The sorbuses have the widest range not only of colours, but also of leaf textures, from the big round plates of the king of
         whitebeams, Sorbus ‘Mitchellii’, yellow one side, grey the other, to the crisp fretwork of S. esserteauana or S. scalaris (both Szechwanese rowans). As for their palette, no colour seems to be missing except blue. There is the pinkish plum colour
         of S. vilmorinii, almost matching its faint-pink berries, fading to white. Next to it, their garments just overlapping on the ground, S. hupehensis is the mingled yellow, orange and pink of a ripe peach. Before its leaves dropped the tree seemed to be lit from within:
         a 300-watt bulb at least. Now it stands raw-boned but festooned with ivory berries.
      

      
      The berries of S. ‘Joseph Rock’ are bright-yellow; its puddle a Fauve blend of green, plum, brown, splashed with orange and scarlet. The straight
         trunk of S. alnifolia rises from a circle of parchment ... and then there are the maples: Norway bright as butter but Caucasian more saturated,
         less sulphur and more canary. The Japanese maples this year are disappointing, but made up for by the pyrotechnics of Berberis thunbergii and the soldier-red of the chokeberry.
      

      
      When leaves have fallen on bushes below, or landed on yews or cypresses, there is another new effect: a paint-splatter sometimes
         almost hiding the ground colour. The huge dirty-brown leaves of Populus lasiocarpa smothered a cotoneaster like a nasty accident.
      

      
      No two autumns are alike. This time horse chestnuts are like marmalade, spindles like pallid new Beaujolais – and yet some
         usually reliable fires have not kindled at all.
      

      
      
      A GALLANT GARDENER

      
      The most passionate of collectors and most generous of gardeners died in October. Maurice Mason must have left more friends
         enriched both mentally and horticulturally than any other gardener of our times. To visit him in his two dendrological extravaganzas
         in Norfolk, to hear his throaty ‘dear boy’ greeting and feel the hospitable warmth that he and his wife Margaret generated
         was as much as one could wish from any gardening friendship. Informality and hospitality masked but never hid the extraordinary
         scholarship the Masons shared and wanted to share with everybody.
      

      
      No friend left them without a bosomful of choice and rare plants. No one ever forgets a plant the Masons gave them – or its
         history.
      

      
      Maurice was as merry and giving as he was earnest and ambitious. It’s no wonder plants grew so well for him.
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      HYDROPHONICS

      
      I hope I have readers who have reached the necessary state of mind for the proper appreciation of the many sounds of water.
         None of our major universities yet has a Chair of Hydrophony, as far as I know, but I can think of many less useful (and more
         stressful) studies.
      

      
      Water makes noises by hitting things; most often, itself. The volume of sound depends on the amount of water involved, also
         on the acoustics of the environment where the concussion occurs. ( Jargon already: this must be serious stuff.) The pitch
         of the sound also depends on the quantity of water, but more on such variables as the speed and shape of the flow (eg, a small-bore pipe or a large one) and the height from
         which the water falls.
      

      
      When water is falling into water (volumes being equal) a lower fall produces a lower note than a higher one. The so-called
         ‘drum’ falls at The National Trust’s Studley Royal in North Yorkshire, for example, are broad but low enough to produce an
         imaginary drumbeat. A single drip from a tap is in the soprano range. To the listener, a single fairly steady noise, whether
         high or low, soon becomes ‘white noise’: not heard without conscious attention. Two or more sounds, on the other hand, create
         a harmony (or discord) that emphasises slight changes in pitch in either or both. The listener remains aware.
      

      
      Is this piffle? Trad has been messing about with taps and pumps to find out. More messing (in a warmer season) is required
         before he can issue a proper bulletin. But so far this much seems true: two (unequal) falls make a more interesting sound
         than one. A fountain provides a range of notes, but (unless it is a great gusher) all in a high range. A fountain and a fall
         together need the bravura of theVilla Lante to make them look right, but they make a lovely noise.
      

      
      
      DULCE DOMUM

      
      So many of the great gardens of the land are so well publicised that it is possible for a privately-owned garden, even one
         of the most historic and perfect of its kind, to be overlooked and undervisited. This seems to be the case with Rousham House,
         a text-book landscape if ever there was one, the starting-point for an appreciation of William Kent’s genius and still in
         the Dormer family that commissioned him in the 1730s.
      

      
      If you pore over books of classical English landscapes you know Rousham already: its seven-arched arcade of Praeneste above
         the River Cherwell, its Venus ‘surprised’ among the cascades and grottoes, its bathing pool fed by the most seductively sinuous
         rill under the trees. Volumes have been written about the symbolism, literary, social and moral, of its statues, and of its
         surprising design in the woods along the riverbank, almost excluding the mansion.
      

      
      I am happy to leave interpretation to scholars, and see it as the work of a great designer and an intelligent patron amusing
         themselves on what you might almost call a domestic scale, at least compared with the vast parks of grander families.
      

      
      The Dormers of today remain modest and welcoming. Their little guide says it all: ‘Rousham is uncommercial and unspoilt. Bring
         a picnic, wear comfortable shoes and it is yours for the day.’ Compare and contrast with gardens where even the exit is barred
         by a souvenir shop.
      

      
      
      
      BARK BITES BACK

      
      My hedonistic thoughts about birch bark in October provoked a sharp rebuke from the person best qualified to speak of birches:
         their eminent collector Tony Schilling. He thought my words might encourage readers to seek out birches not their own to peel.
         Heaven forbid. A writer who advises ‘take cuttings now’ is not suggesting you take your secateurs to Kew. But I admit it could
         have been taken in that sense.
      

      
      More profoundly, though, he disapproves of peeling birch bark at all. He likes it in its natural state, hanging in shreds
         and tatters round the trunk and branches, scuffling in the wind, here creamy and there grey-green with lichen. You can tell
         who is the gardener and who the explorer.
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      WATER TABLE

      
      Any mention of flooding by anyone who was no more than wellington-deep last winter risks upsetting those who had to take to
         dinghies. When you live on a gravelly eminence, though, and the water table still manages to make itself conspicuously visible,
         it is not something you can leave out of your diary.
      

      
      January’s 55 mm of rain was not a particularly high figure, until you added it to the 72 of December, the 42 of November,
         and especially the 60 and 80-odd of October and September. The last four months of 1993 gave this dry corner of England 254
         mm, or 10 inches, or over half our annual average.
      

      
      This was what gave us ponds where ponds have never been before. They came quickly, but seem to be going down extraordinarily
         slowly – to the great satisfaction of the ducks, now reinforced each morning by a squadron of Canada geese who appear to pop
         in for breakfast on their way to duties elsewhere. Ducks and geese are naturally drawn to the flood-pond in preference to
         the permanent ponds nearby: its bottom is lovely grassy wormy soil – or was grassy before they turned its edges into dejected
         dark-brown mire. Presumably this is what all of it will be when the waters finally recede. Meanwhile its rippling surface
         dances with morning light, mocking my tidy-mindedness.
      

      
      
      
      NO SHOW

      
      Contributors to the Orchid Review please skip this item. Trad is all aglow at having a cymbidium bristling with six flower-spikes all half the regulation (or
         Show) size. The plant – it goes without saying – will win no prizes, but has won the heart of one not passionately attached
         to the waxy magnificence of properly nurtured cymbidiums. The poor softy is bowled over by the modest beauty of a feebly coloured,
         almost apologetic apparent wildling.
      

      
      A little neglect and lack of feeding is all it takes. The plant has spent the last two winters indoors, and summers in the
         greenhouse under the staging, watered when remembered. I’m sure we don’t deserve to be so lucky, but a healthier-looking plant
         is hard to imagine: it looks set to flower for months on end, twinkling with the little drops it squeezes from the base of
         each flower.
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      CRASH COURSE

      
      Although of course his journey was wholly and necessarily in the cause of his horticultural education, Trad just happened to
         find himself in theWest Indies in March at the same time as the England Cricket Team. His sensitive readers will not wish
         to be reminded of what happened at Arnos Vale, the Oval of StVincent. But next day, in another part of the island, Trad was
         introduced to two gardens of surpassing beauty and interest, one new and one astonishingly old.
      

      
      The botanical gardens of Kingstown are contemporary with those of Kew, with a foundation date of 1763. They fill a perfectly
         situated narrow valley above the harbour, leading up to the white-gabled Governor’s Mansion. The view beyond stretches far
         up into the craggy rain-wreathed mornes, the jungled mountains, to the island’s centre.
      

      
      It is not the West Indian way to label plants, even in botanical gardens, but instead a guide attaches himself to each visitor
         and performs – it is the only word – the entire botany, history, economic uses, pharmacology and folklore of every plant in
         view at assault-rifle speed. Torn between the stately mango, the glossy breadfruit tree with its bright-green fig leaves, the
         massive teak, the elegant mahogany, the sexually ambiguous nutmeg, the jolly coffee tree with its bright-red berries, the
         tortured screw pine and the voluptuous blossoms of the frangipani and the cannonball tree, Trad forgot almost everything he
         was told – including the name of the most important tree in the garden, positively the one and only survivor of its race, rescued from the last violent eruption of Mont Souffrière but now apparently
         impossible to reproduce by any means. There were vigorous new shoots in the crown that looked as though they would take root
         on any suitable volcano. Not so, it seems; or if they do, they soon wither.
      

      
      The new garden was no less interesting, and even more beautiful – at least to an English eye at home in pergola’d walks and
         grassy glades. It is the recent creation of Joan du Boulay Devaux, of the family that was first granted the land at Souffrière
         in 1713 by Louis XIV. (Their neighbour’s plantation, Malmaison, gave its name to the palace west of Paris where the Empress
         Josephine collected roses. As a girl she had played with her Devaux cousins at Souffrière.)
      

      
      Mrs Devaux’s garden, under a shading over-storey of coconut palms, Norfolk Island pines and mahogany, lines the little Diamond
         river below where its cool falls resound through the forest. Even with his instant education in Kingstown, Trad could not
         hope to name a fraction of the plants, from blushing lilies to towering hibiscus, that throng the winding stream and threaten
         the clearings.
      

      
      Scarlet anthuriums form stiff clumps among cascading white begonias. Hummingbirds seem particularly attracted to heliconias,
         with their lurid red and yellow lobster-claw flowers. The vanilla vine wraps itself round the cocoa tree. Fast bowling, bumpers
         and crash helmets seem to belong to another place and time altogether.
      

      
      
      WHAT’S IN, WHAT’S OUT

      
      Trendspotters at Chelsea this month, doing their rounds of the newspaper and magazine gardens where surely the derniers cris
         are to be found, will have no trouble identifying the continuing obsession with history that gives us William III’s Hampton
         Court garden (The Sunday Times), the parson’s pleasure from Barchester (The Daily Telegraph) and the approximation of a French 18th-century garden (Harper’s & Queen).
      

      
      There is another fashion evident, though: one most neatly captured by Mary Keen and the photographer Marijke Heuff in their
         new book Decorate Your Garden. It is the trick of introducing ‘found’ objects, of evoking vaguely picturesque notions with a ladder here, an old boat there
         – a hardy perennial, the old boat trick. The Evening Standard ‘finds’ old glass panes and bottles in its courtyard garden. The Sunday Express an old railway ticket office. Next year, perhaps an old airport terminal?
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      FORESTS OF THE MIND

      
      No one could ask for a better planting season than this spring, either in Essex or in Trad’s obscure corner of France – which
         is just as well since it saw frantic activity in the forestry department, filling former barren fields with sweet chestnut,
         sessile oak, and pines black, Scots and maritime (how will they do without a sea view?). Shower followed shower on already
         well-soaked land.
      

      
      It is the common practice to wait two years before transplanting oak seedlings – long enough to have a plant about a foot
         high to deal with. As it happens, there was very little seed in central France two years ago, so we were planting one-year
         seedlings we could hardly see. My pious hope is that the deer are as short-sighted as I am. There is already evidence, though,
         that the hares are not.
      

      
      Why is there such satisfaction in settling a tiny tree in the ground which (we hope) it will cover with its soaring crown
         in a century-and-a-half or so? Already in my mind’s eye these open slopes are tree-shadowed, shot with slanting light, filled
         with birds and sheltering wood sorrel and anemones – not to mention, of course, deer.
      

      
      It certainly helps that we are filling in between woods that have already stood who knows how long. The feeling of continuity
         is strong. But there is also the excitement of planning the rides, the access and vantage points of the future – and even
         sneaking in trial exotics. They may be the first sugar maples, cryptomerias or nothofagus ever to taste the gritty Allier soil.
      

      
      Meanwhile the potager, my sister’s inspiration and laboratory, yields more immediate returns, fortifying the hungry task force
         (thirsty, too) that sets out daily to teach brambles the lesson they are so reluctant to learn.
      

      
      
      THAT YE BE NOT JUDGED

      
      Paintings give critics enough trouble, heaven knows. But when it comes to judging gardens we are in still deeper water. The
         simplest way – simplistic, indeed – is to judge the gardening rather than the garden. The technical competence route is theVillage
         Hall way – and often the Horticultural Halls way, too. Beyond it, what else is easy and objective? Rarity is relatively hard
         to argue about. But once you get into the realm of taste, aesthetics, call it what you will, subjectivity takes over: the
         judge is as much in the dock as the garden.
      

      
      So how do you want your garden (supposing you are so competitive) to be judged? I have a simple answer: on the mood it creates in the majority of the people who see it. Are they all affected in
         (approximately) the same way? Are they calmed, stimulated, even inspired? Some will always poke around looking for labels,
         while others will sit quietly with their thoughts. But in the end the garden should satisfy them by giving them a strong simple
         memory to take home.
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      OUT OF THE STRONG . . .

      
      Magnolia flowers scorched by frost are a sad sight, but such a common one that a sigh is as much reaction as they usually provoke.
         The sigh becomes a deep groan when a vineyard is blasted by late frosts. It can mean a whole year’s income lost. Together with
         hail it is one of the worst hazards of wine-growing.
      

      
      What I never expected to see was a whole oak forest scorched and brown at the end of April, the sight that met me when I arrived
         in the Allier to take advantage of a month of heavy showers for some last-minute planting. There had been a week of torrid
         weather at the end of March. The great oaks of the Forêt de Tronçais had started to spread their heart-stopping canopy of brilliant
         olive-green – then one night the thermometer went down to -4ºC.
      

      
      It was enough, in that moment of tenderest young tissue, to brown and crisp every leaf and flower-bud like a grill. Four weeks
         later a second set of leaves was emerging – but at the loss of a great deal of growth, and presumably a year’sacorns.
      

      
      Needless to say the local wisterias, even lilacs, were equally disconcerted. Trees earlier in leaf – birches, cherries, horse
         chestnut – were not affected at all; nor were the limes, still in bud. But ashes, walnuts, planes and even sweet chestnuts
         were shrivelled brown.
      

      
      Yet oddly it is this tendency of the climate of the centre of France to cut back early growth that is credited with the famous
         quality of its timber. It is the slowest oaks (so long as they are straight) that eventually make the best furniture. Wine
         barrels, too. A lesson in patience indeed.
      

      
      
      CHANGING KEY

      
      There is much more to be said about the various sounds of water (touched on in March) – not to mention its other qualities.
         I made the simplest of discoveries the other day playing around with a copper spout – a tap really – that feeds a stone tank with a steady gentle
         arc of water from a height of about 4 feet.
      

      
      Left as an uninterrupted stream the water made a rather low-pitched note, loud enough to inhibit conversation near at hand,
         and steady enough to be boring. But by obstructing the U-shaped spout with a small vertical obstruction in the middle of the
         flow, the sound was transformed. My brother-in-law tried it first with a plastic plant-label. The instant result was to change
         the pitch from baritone to soprano, as the interrupted water splashed down sparkling with much less concerted weight. We soldered
         on a half-inch square of copper sheet in the centre of the U, across the flow, in place of the label – and now the spout sings
         an infinitely prettier tune.
      

      
      
      TOO EASY BY HALF

      
      A reader has asked me whether I know of any sterile form of Alchemilla mollis. She is tired of digging up its seedlings all over the garden. I suppose as lady’s mantle it has always been popular in gardens,
         but it does seem to have begun something of a reign of terror since it became so fashionable 20 or so years ago.
      

      
      I can see the same thing beginning to happen with Smyrnium perfoliatum, that wonderfully quick and easy bright-lime-green umbellifer which appeared from obscurity in the Chelsea Physic Garden
         in the mid ’80s, was given an award at Chelsea (the Show) and its seed eagerly scattered.
      

      
      Lush waves of it now throngTrad’s borders. In May it rivals euphorbias in sheer lovely freshness. Unlike lady’s mantle it soon
         shuts up shop, but I am told that in Battersea Park, at least, it is (or was) getting out of hand. How tempting it is to scatter
         some new exciting seed; how little one can tell of the possible results.
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      SPIRIT OF THE AGE

      
      It is no earthly good trying to predict the particular pleasures of any Chelsea (and not much, I admit, rehearsing them again
         three months after). But this year’s show made such an impact that it is worth reflecting on whether it was talent, timing,
         emergence from recession, or some other stimulus that gave us such powerful images as the abbey garden with its old mulberry
         tree and a fair bit of Salisbury Cathedral, the wonderfully aromatic patch of Queensland, the ‘French’ formal garden, frozen
         in time and perfection, and indeed Mr Maidment’s collapsing greenhouse, dandelions and all.
      

      
      Can anyone detect a trend in such diverse images? Nostalgia, perhaps – but only to the extent that gardeners are rarely revolutionaries;
         we build naturally on recollections, whether of natural scenery or the artifice of others. Besides, Chelsea was full of new
         ideas too.
      

      
      For what it is worth, Trad’s conclusion is that we are seeing a real renaissance of the gardener’s art. All over Europe the turnstiles are
         spinning, the tills are ringing, and money in huge amounts is drawing more and more talent into every branch of the gardening
         industry. Hampton Court is solid enough evidence. Paris had a new garden show this spring, too, at St Cloud, to add to the
         brilliant success of the Journées des Plantes at Courson.
      

      
      The flow of ideas, plants and skills around Europe is unstoppable. Is this something to be surprised at? Only if you can remember
         how morose the gardening world was 15 or 20 years ago. That was when the Professional Gardeners’ Guild was formed in a spirit
         of last-ditch defence of values most people thought were doomed.
      

      
      PS: www.domaine-de-courson.fr

      
      
      JERMYNS

      
      Trad paid an overdue visit to the Sir Harold Hillier Arboretum at Ampfield, Hampshire in May to see the relatively new area
         across the road called Brentry Woodland in all its springtime glory. The sight and scent of the massed rhododendrons on one
         of spring’s few sunny days was almost overwhelming.
      

      
      They have the most magnificent setting possible for such a collection: scores of mature Scots pines, their grizzled heads
         soaring on glowing orange trunks 90 or 100 feet above the floor. The enormous task of converting this high wood, then full
         of straggling Rhododendron ponticum, into such a paradise had quietly been going on for nearly 20 years before it was opened to the public by the county council
         in 1990.
      

      
      In the arboretum proper, and especially in the gardens around Jermyns House, Sir Harold’s great work continues triumphantly.
         It struck me again what a tranquil and lovely house Jermyns is, asymmetrically gabled, pale cream with a dark slate roof,
         backed with huge trees and facing a prospect of ravishing specimens of every sort.
      

      
      Ceanothus ‘Puget Blue’ (very dark) and Olearia x scilloniensis (dazzling white) were perhaps the star performers of this particular day. But my heart went out to the crazily-leaning snow
         gum, Eucalyptus pauciflora subsp. niphophila, whose cream-and-grey trunk must be the most beautiful in England.
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      NYMPH IN THY ORISONS . . .

      
      It is over 15 years now since I first visited Ninfa, but the vision of this dreaming garden-ruin, deep in the Campagna south
         of Rome, has never left me. It stuck in my mind as a place so beautiful and extraordinary that even the potent word garden
         could hardly stretch to encompass it. When I went back in May this year, my highest expectations were more than fulfilled.
         Surely this is the loveliest spot on earth.
      

      
      Ninfa was a city of the plain. From 800 AD to almost 1400 it lived, traded, worshipped (even crowned a pope) within its towered
         walls and churches. Far above it, dizzily far, perched on a 1,300-foot cliff, hangs the ancient town of Norma. From a lake
         at the base of the cliff the River Ninfa (the name means nymph) flings itself, as clear as crystal, wide as a street and fast
         as a trotting horse, under the walls, past the barbican and the old Palazzo Communale, under bridges and through jumbles of
         ruins, to slide glittering under a final embattled bridge and gigantic poplar into the light and stillness of the countryside.
      

      
      After the city was sacked in 1382 its inhabitants never returned. Mosquitoes from the Pontine marshes made it a place of fever
         into this century, its streets and houses a medieval Pompeii.
      

      
      Then in 1920 Prince Gelasio Caetani began to uncover the buried stones, strip the ivy from roofless churches, and plan the
         garden that has now reached such spectacular but serene maturity.
      

      
      The Caetani family had owned Ninfa since 1297. They became gardeners by degrees as three generations married English or American
         wives. Prince Gelasio, half English, planted the cypresses, evergreen oaks and planes that dominate the ruins today: at 75
         years old they are in resplendent maturity. His brother Roffredo, Duke of Sermoneta, and Marguerita, his American Duchess,
         embroidered this Italian canvas with fruit trees and roses, magnolias and wisterias, irises and lilies and with a romantic
         abandon that is completely English in spirit. Roses climb high in cypresses, tender plants find shelter in the still-frescoed
         apses of the four remaining churches. The pair also played games with springs and rivulets to fill the garden with the many
         voices of water, from tinkling treble to booming baritone.
      

      
      Their daughter Lelia, married to Hubert Howard, was the last Caetani of Ninfa. When the Howards died they entrusted stewardship
         of the indefinable magic they had helped to create to their young curator, Lauro Marchetti. Happily the future of Ninfa is ensured by endowment as well as spiritual succession. And what remained a
         secret for so long is now beginning to emerge.
      

      
      
      BALEFUL TALE

      
      How far from those pellucid waters to the turbid subject of blanket weed.

      
      It is not usually Trad’s way to spoil the fun by submitting a good story to too much scientific investigation. But a rumour
         going about that the bane of blanket weed in a pond could be conquered by a bale of barley straw seemed too far-fetched to
         pass on unchecked. The bale has been in the pond, therefore, for six weeks now, and the following has been the order of play:

         • Step one. Despair at the endless camouflage-green filaments choking the surface and glued firmly to the sides.
      

      
      • Step two. Locate a barley field with friendly farmer attached. Negotiate a sackful of straw.

      
      • Step three. Wade in, rake, roll and scrape as much weed as possible from the water. The long rolls drying on the bank now
         turn a lustrous silky green that almost makes you repent.
      

      
      • Step four. Weight the sack with stones and drop it in. For extra convictionTrad used a sack at each end of the pond. They
         look like baby hippos. The water browns encouragingly round them. Remaining scraps of weed turn brown too.
      

      
      • Step five. Visit daily for six weeks. Observe the daily increase in delicate green strands of blanket weed growing back apparently
         undiscouraged.
      

      
      A further report will follow.
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      SENSITIVITY

      
      There is nothing so stimulating as a forthright, well-argued alternative view – and, in horticulture, few things rarer.
      

      
      I have not yet read a new American book called Why We Garden: Cultivating a Sense of Place. But the title beckons, and so does an article by the author, Jim Nollman, in the avowedly alternative Interspecies Newsletter.
      

      
      This paragraph, partly borrowed from the (not normally inspiring) philosopher Schopenhauer, is a fair sample:‘Bad gardens
         copy, good gardens create, great gardens transcend. What all great gardens have in common is their ability to pull the sensitive viewer out of him or herself and into the garden, so completely that the separate self-sense
         disappears entirely, and at least for a brief moment one is ushered into a ... timeless awareness. A great garden, in other
         words, is always mystical no matter what its actual content.’
      

      
      The crux of the paragraph is that word ‘sensitive’. We have all heard visitors to gardens walking around seeing nothing while
         they discuss their slug problem back home. But Nollman goes further. ‘Neither the language nor the forthright pragmatism of
         horticulture’, he says,‘is able to plumb the depth of what I consider to be an ... intuitive relationship with the garden.’
      

      
      Not everyone will follow him into his questioning whether man is the only sentient being in the garden, and whether or not
         the plants, and indeed the pests, have feelings too. But I have great sympathy with his view that more things happen in a
         garden than mere horticultural routine – and on planes we know little or nothing about. The better a garden, the more of ‘a
         sense of place’ it has. I shall be reading Nollman’s book.
      

      
      
      MEDIATION

      
      This sounds to me like an idea whose time has come: The Mediterranean Garden Society.

      
      Exiles from these shores to what they fondly imagine will be the softer conditions of the Mediterranean are almost invariably
         amazed by the extreme conditions they encounter. The notion that anywhere where ‘tender’ plants flourish is by definition kindlier
         is based on a deep misapprehension.
      

      
      Here, in Britain, is where gardening is easy, the climate equable, the possibilities almost infinite. There, under pitiless
         sun, often on terrible soil, in the sporadic rainfall and sometimes literally maddening winds, far from competent nurseries
         and with very few relevant reference books, the bougainvillea can seem a small reward for all the plants you can’t grow.
      

      
      
      OVEREXPOSURE

      
      After five weeks of subtropical weather this summer it is very noticeable that leaves without their full ration of chlorophyll
         are like sunbathers without Ambre Solaire – except that they go black, not red.
      

      
      It is common for the fresh yellow leaves of the ‘golden’ philadelphus to burn in bright spring sunshine. Now every plant with
         even a touch of cholorisis, indicated by a certain pallor in its foliage, is quite seriously scorched. Here Acer rubrum has been blow-lamped; so has Acer pseudoplatanus ‘Brilliantissimum’. Magnolia salicifolia is crisp at the edges, little Berberis thunbergii ‘Aurea’ (not chlorotic, just yellow) has lost most of its leaves.
      

      
      Even the white-variegated Aralia, whose spreading leaves usually provide the coolest-looking dappled shade, has started to shrivel and turn brown.
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      MARSH LANE

      
      Monet’s garden we all know. But how many other gardens can you think of created by painters, sculptors, architects or designers
         for their own delight that survive for us to enjoy?
      

      
      I can think of only one: the garden made by Sir Frederick Gibberd at Marsh Lane, Harlow. Gibberd, who died in 1984, was both
         an architect and a landscape designer with a masterful eye and a powerful sense of place. He was also a passionate art collector
         and highly competent plantsman. Going back to Marsh Lane the other day I realised that his garden must certainly be one of
         the most ‘important’ – to use the collector’s term – in Britain in the history of the mid-20th century. It is certainly one
         of the most beguiling.
      

      
      When Gibberd planned Harlow NewTown he very sensibly found himself a promising site nearby. Marsh Lane is a sheltered plot
         sloping gently down to the little Pincey Brook that runs into the River Stort. He built a simple, airy house with lofty rooms
         to display the collections (largely of works by his friends, from Edward Bawden to Henry Moore) that so inspired his own vision
         of landscape. The 9 acres around, bordered on the east by the brook, he planned not just as a garden, but also as a setting
         of rooms, glades, groves and alleys for sculpture and architectural trophies.
      

      
      He planted bold masses of trees and shrubs, as many as 15 Lombardy poplars, for example, to encircle one statue, and a ring
         of Norway maples as a setting for another. He channelled springs into quiet ferny runnels to the river. He made pools and
         falls in the little river itself, using massive boulders from aWelsh reservoir. He built summer houses to command vistas;
         used piles of stones, logs of wood or outcrops of clipped yew or box to direct the eyes or feet; and as a centrepiece used
         a short but monumental avenue of limes, preposterously tight-planted and humblingly tall, leading to a stone swan opening
         her wings for flight.
      

      
      In so busy a space, so subdivided and full of incident, it needed inspired judgement to create a flow of alternate concealment
         and revelation; to pace the changes of mood. Gibberd had that skill. He also called for a high level of expert upkeep, but the effect was, and is, unique. Since his death Lady Gibberd (whose own credentials in the art world
         are formidable) has maintained his vision impeccably, for Gibberd was not one to let his works perish with him. Happily he
         left Marsh Lane in trust for the benefit of Harlow, its people and its visitors, perpetually.
      

      
      
      OMNIA GALLIA

      
      It came to me in the interval of Arcadia, Tom Stoppard’s puzzle play at the Haymarket theatre (whose characters include Lord Byron, off-stage, and a caricature of
         Humphry Repton in the style of Thomas Love Peacock, called Mr Noakes) that any idea about the English landscape as we know
         it being an invention of the 18th century is absurd.
      

      
      If the essence of Englishness is curves and of Frenchness straight lines, these dominant shapes were drawn ineradicably on
         our respective countries not centuries but millennia ago by our forebears who made our roads. If the rolling English drunkard
         made the rolling English road, he surely also set in train the forms of landscape that we recognise as native, and indeed
         the sensibility that approved of them as natural and right.
      

      
      Nor was it Le Nôtre, of course, who gave France its arrow-like avenues, but Julius Caesar – with a bit of help from Napoleon.
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      GARTENHAUS

      
      I’m not sure how many perfect rococo gardens still exist to be visited and wondered at, but certainly few as complete as the
         worldly pleasure-ground of the prince-bishops of Würzburg at Veitschöchheim in northern Bavaria. Trad was invited there the
         other day after a glorious concert of appropriate music in the prince-bishop’s town house, the Residenz in Würzburg, where
         Tiepolo painted his most outrageously gorgeous ceilings.
      

      
      Though still a little unclear about exactly what rococo means, at least in garden design, Trad was captivated by what really
         amounts to a maze liberally sprinkled with hints and clues. It is an odd, lopsided garden, an enclosure of some 30 acres neither
         directly (certainly not axially) related to its house, nor depending on the surrounding landscape in any way. The house, in
         any case, is only a modest schloss, stressing the fact that the garden is the main feature.
      

      
      Hornbeam and lime hedges make the criss-crossing allées, leading here to a grass theatre, there to a fountain-packed pond, there again to a gazebo, a ‘Roman’ ruin or a grotto-pavilion covered with
         snails, shells and grotesque animals. Some ‘rooms’ between allées are entirely shaded with limes pleached to form a ceiling.
         Everywhere there are statues, mainly of the pastoral kind, with the same shepherdess popping up again and again, oddly piggy-featured
         and wildly décolletée. (Trad loved her.)
      

      
      Next stop was Weimar, near Leipzig, to see a Gartenhaus of a very different kind: the deeply tranquil cottage where Goethe used to retire to write. It lies in a valley so romantic
         that Trad was reminded of Fountains Abbey. Any shepherdess here, though, would surely come thoroughly colletée, and with working
         sheep.
      

      
      
      PLANTERBOUTS

      
      I had been lured into thinking that ‘planters’ on pavements were the nadir of misbegotten effects in horticulture. But now
         comes a more ingenious method of installing a garden where no garden should be: the sponsored roundabout. The new development
         is to allow some local business to sponsor cute little flower beds in exchange for an advertisement – a distracting hoarding
         just where drivers should be looking to their right.
      

      
      French provincial mayors are notoriously unable to distinguish between a shopping street and a public garden, with catastrophic
         results for the integrity of France’s urban landscape. Now our councils are achieving the same visual discord along country
         roads. Radial slices of cheery, multi-coloured bedding cutting into the green sobriety of the countryside are yet another
         form of visual pollution.
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