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            INTRODUCTION

         

         It has been interesting to look back over the best part of ten years of writing for the Observer and see my gardening time mapped in words. In that decade my evolution as a gardener has been transformed by a move from London, where for fifteen years I had a long, fenced-in garden in Peckham, to Hillside, an eight-hectare smallholding in Somerset. In London I created a world which provided me with a haven in the hubbub. Here at Hillside my boundaries are distant and the eye can travel. The move was perhaps the greatest change of my life, in gardening terms, but one that was necessary and inevitable. I needed to feel smaller and less in control of my environment and to develop a new way of gardening that allowed me to be closer to the land and its rhythms. The move – the need for which was best explained by a friend who equated my London life to being pot-bound – was also part of a process that every gardener embarks upon when they make the commitment to garden. You cannot help but evolve, for a garden is never static and inspires you to keep pace and develop.

         Writing has helped to pull my gardening journey into focus. While the articles in this collection have been selected from a decade of observations and a variety of locations, they have been chosen to cover the twelve months of the year, so that the shifts in the seasons – and in place – are mapped in thoughts and activities. One of the great joys of the gardening year is the fact that the garden forces you to pay attention to the here and now. Every week is different from the next, but there is also reassurance in the repetition; the inevitability of spring blossom, and the flare of the berries at the other end of the growing season. A single year’s experience is like the growth that accompanies it. It builds and layers and enriches.

         My own path as a gardener was set at about five years old when my father and I made a pond in the orchard. It was a rectangle of just a couple of metres, but in planting it and watching its evolution through a watery lens, I discovered the alchemy of tending living things and the reward that comes from that process of nurturing. Some describe this as having ‘green fingers’, but to me gardening is a unified combination of skills that is actually not remotely mysterious. It is an ability to observe and to notice the needs of a plant (or combination of plants) and then to respond to those needs. As time goes on and the process continues, we become wiser as gardeners and more confident. We learn that it is possible to break the rules and, indeed, to make up our own. We evolve, we get wilder or neater or more accepting about the nature of weeds.

         I feel I had a head start in learning to garden so young, and I was luckier than most because I grew up amongst people who were fascinated by gardens and had an enthusiasm for growing things. My mother, who was brought up in vicarages and whose father had grown produce to eat during the war, tended our kitchen garden. My father grew the flowers and, although I wouldn’t describe Dad as an instinctive gardener, he had a great eye. He also had a way with colour; he was never afraid of it, and we used to spend hours comparing notes while working on a pair of borders on either side of a path, one of which was mine, the other his. It was safer that way, for even then I had an insatiable appetite for plants and was hungry for more ground, and would have happily taken his border too.

         Our neighbour Geraldine was also a great influence. A naturalist at heart, but a lifelong and committed gardener, her garden gate was always open to me. She gardened on the wild side, and from her I learned early on that a weed is only a plant in the wrong place. She was never discriminating on that front, and weeds were as welcome in her garden as choice plants, and they all came with fascinating stories of their provenance: the Fritillaria pyrenaica, for instance, collected on one of her travels to the Pyrenees and wrapped in damp, foreign newspaper in the boot of her car for the long journey home. In the garden she would part the weeds like curtains, to reveal her collected treasures, and then the stories would begin. Although my training at the RHS garden at Wisley was the polar opposite (and would soon teach me a very different set of rules), her influence instilled in me an openness to the blur between the world of the garden and the wild ground beyond it. In my late teens it was Geraldine’s stories that set me off travelling to see plants in the wild. Her stories were the inspiration, but it was only when I saw plants growing in their natural settings for myself that everything fell into place.

         My mother, who has always been driven as much by a project as by a story, was responsible for our family’s move to a house with half a hectare of long-forgotten garden. Hill Cottage had overwhelmed the old lady who had lived there in its ruins and, by the mid-1970s, when we acquired it, the garden was several decades gone. Trees sprouted from the cottage’s chimney and akebia vine had got under the skirting boards and wound around the furniture. We moved there when I was ten and spent the next seven years, until I left home, clearing the garden and discovering the treasures that lay submerged in the undergrowth. It was there that I learned to garden with and not against nature, for we were gardening as we cleared and with only as much energy as we had to keep the wilderness from closing in behind us.

         At ten I was a child with a narrow frame of focus. While classmates were reading Enid Blyton and Alan Garner, my reading consisted of plant catalogues; my entire world was the garden. I started, but never finished, creating an illustrated book about Hill Cottage and made diaries with diagrams and drawings of plants and combinations that I’d been inspired by. Beth Chatto’s catalogues were a paradise of description and anecdotes. At school I kept my secret to myself, for I knew that it was strange to be so committed to a pastime that was seen as the domain of an older generation.

         Joan Wiggins, my English teacher at that point, was trying to get me to read more broadly and it is her whom I thank for showing me the connection between words, plants and the process of growing. She encouraged my writings, which, once they were on track, poured out with stories of the wilderness we lived in and the natural world that was my domain.

         By the time I was thirteen she had introduced me to the books of Christopher Lloyd and I became hungry for the written word and the wider gardening world it connected me to. Christo’s words, of course, came out of a real place and from decades of experience. Later, when I visited his garden, Great Dixter, with my father, I came to love it. As I stood under the Mount Etna broom he had described so vividly, his writings and my imaginings came together and combined. I wrote to him as a teenager and he gave me a tour of his meadows. He was a man who saw the importance of sharing his experiences. Later I came to read the late Vita Sackville-West, whose garden was by then in the hands of her gardeners. Although it had become something else entirely – clipped where it was once voluminous, and chic where it had probably been shabby – the romance was still there in her writing. I never dreamed then that I would one day be writing in her shoes at the Observer.

         Today my gardening time is precious and well guarded. The garden is a place in which I can lose myself as I did when I was a child, with a disregard for time that can easily see two hours turning into an afternoon or even longer. It is a sanctuary of sorts and one that allows me to combine mindfulness with the purely physical. It is a place that opens up ease of thought. In fact the juxtaposition of discovery and disappointment is often a better education than a delight easily forgotten. It is all part of an evolution, of the growing and the enrichment that comes from doing and looking. And the writing helps to pin it down.

         As an adult, I have found that writing and gardening have become inextricably linked. I put aside one solitary day a week to write and the day will often start with a walk to visit my subject matter. I used to think of this as procrastination, but the hour or so lost, when I might be drawn into a task I hadn’t planned for, is all part of the ritual. It is then that my ideas come together and I get a purchase. A posy picked allows me the opportunity to really describe something in intimate detail. Making notes in a notebook is the other method I employ to get something onto the page.

         The thoughts which I have when I am gardening may well be born of a repetitious task and appear to be equally weighted, but when I examine them alongside what has gone before and what is yet to come, they are layered. What I like about writing is the act of capturing the process of gardening, of distilling these experiences in words. Some thoughts draw to conclusions and are satisfying as a result, but others are equally interesting for remaining in flux. The writing might interrogate a colour, a feeling or a place. It might capture a moment that I know will only happen once, perfection existing for minutes and then passing: the experience of standing under a cherry when the very first blooms are opening, or the perfume of a solitary lily. Writing helps to keep those experiences present and alive and in the memory.

         I hope that some of my thoughts are inspiring, be it to the imagination or as dirt under the nails and the growth that comes with the act of doing and discovering for yourself. In writing these articles I have also felt the responsibility – a delightful one – of sharing my ongoing process and enlightenment with you, the reader. 
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         Because the first month of the year is the darkest, you might think it is the most inert in the garden, but January is not a month in which everything drops back into inactivity. Our benign climate means that there is always something pushing against the season to draw us out into the garden as witnesses. The foliage of celandine against bare earth, the perfume of witch hazel: each holds your attention and ostensibly has the floor to itself; but look again and the garden is full of intrigue. Low, raking light catches seedheads from a season spent, and plant skeletons provide a spectacular framework for frost if you let them stand, as I do, in the belief that it is good to see the garden run the full course of its cycle.

         I love our four seasons, and winter is never one to fear, for it is then that there is room to think. The frenzy of activity that comes with the growing season is absent and you can look up and around and take in your surroundings without the burning feeling of the yard-long list of tasks. You can see a tree’s structure and history in its naked branches, just as you can see the plants that are ready for winter pruning.

         Pace yourself with the winter work and use this time to plan for building in change, to keep a garden feeling vital and refreshed. Tasks map the season, but although we have several weeks ahead of us to revitalise and re-do, there is time in January to embrace the winter garden.

         1 January, Hillside


         FIELDS OF DREAMS
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         Above ground and in the cold and the low light of January, the garden is at its quietest moment. The rust-coloured, velvety buds are yet to break on the hamamelis, and though the catkins are formed on the hazel they are clutched tight and sensibly waiting. Even the snowdrops are showing little above the ground, and for the first time in ages I feel I have the time to think.

         I can see now what my neighbour meant when she said that she looks forward to the slower pace of winter, for the growing season was frenetic: the rush of sap and weight of growth never abating once the tide had turned in the spring. Hunger and exhaustion finally drove me in with the revelation that I had sometimes gone a whole day without ever stopping to look at my surroundings.

         I can afford that luxury now that the weeds are in stasis, turning my back on the kitchen garden for a little and starting my day down by the stream, walking the length of it where it slips along the boundary. From here I can look up to the slopes where the garden will one day be and amble through what we have achieved in the first year here. I lost only two of the 400 hedge plants and saplings that went in last winter – and I’m asking myself if it was the beneficial mycorrhizal fungi in the Rootgrow that were added while planting that got them through the drought in spring.

         The newly planted fruit trees also recovered after they were stripped of foliage by the sheep. Their willingness to return suggests they already had a well-developed root system. I also experimented this year with not incorporating muck or compost into the planting holes of the trees and shrubs. Current thinking goes that as long as your soil is in good condition, it is better not to give the plants a false head start, as over-nurtured plants can refuse to move beyond the ‘comfort’ of the planting hole. I stand by the importance of improving your soil if it is poorly drained or impoverished, but I am simply adding the Rootgrow for now.

         I could see the blaze of Californian poppy (Eschscholzia) in the meadows from the other side of the valley in June and I completely fell in love with the Linum grandiflorum ‘Rubrum’. The red flax danced on its wire-thin stems, each flower rimmed with a darker eyeliner at the edge of the petal. I’m wondering how the self-sown mix will do this year, as the seedlings of the Eschscholzia have already found their way into the cracks of the yard, softening the concrete of the farmer’s footprint.

         I will oversow with seed saved from the flax and start some experimental mixes with umbellifers such as the delightfully lacy Orlaya grandiflora. They will be teamed with Shirley poppies, creamy corncockle ‘Ocean Pearl’ and the giant dandelion clocks of Tragopogon to mark a new palette for the upcoming year.

         Stretching ahead of us is the planting season, and what could be more appropriate for a new year than planting trees? I have ordered Malus to make a huddle of crabs on the slopes behind us to complement the blossom wood. Malus transitoria has filigree leaves and tiny golden fruits and has a wild look about it, while M. hupehensis, the tea crab from China, is a more ornamental thing and can come closer to the house. This Chinese species is arguably one of the best crab apples, forming an upright tree in its youth to spread out comfortably in middle age. The flowers are deliciously scented, the branches laden with dark red fruits.

         It is a good time for pondering the exact positions for your new plantings to ensure they have room to make their journey to maturity. I find myself planting more than I need so that they can protect each other in youth, but I will have to be a disciplinarian later and thin them to prevent them from spoiling each other. These are dilemmas I am allowed to ponder for now, but it won’t be long before the snowdrops are giving us the nod that the resting period is over.

         7 January, Peckham


         LEAVE AND LET LIVE
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         After the past couple of weeks of inertia, the temptation to sweep out the detritus of the old year to welcome in the new is considerable. I want to be out there building a bonfire or clearing a patch of rough ground to greet the new year, but it is so worthwhile taking time to think about what really needs to be done. Our instinct to tidy should be curbed. More and more I find myself urging people not to clear a garden too rigorously or too early because, however small, these plots of land are oases to a slumbering ecology. Gardens are stripped, made up, and turned down like hospital beds far too frequently, and homes to hedgehogs, ladybirds, slug-eating ground beetles and lacewings are swept aside in the process. So much beauty can be lost in a clear-up and so little gained for things looking spruce and pukka.

         I am not advocating leaving everything in a shambles, but a gentle transition to neatness and readiness for the spring is a much better option than blitzing it all now. To appreciate this you need to take time to tune in to the subtleties of winter – looking is just as important as the acting on it. The ghosts of the last season may be a shadow of their former selves but, when you take a closer look, they are as beautiful in a different way.

         The rhythms of decay have their own pace, and a good reason for taking the time they do. Next time you are out there, crouch down to see how the fallen leaf litter is being pulled back into the ground by earthworms. The first time I saw this, I couldn’t work out why all the leaves were pointing up from the ground with one end pulled in, but leaves are food for the worms, and the bacteria and the decomposed leaves provide much needed humus for the soil. Then turn your eye to what the last season has left behind as skeletons. Like miniature cities reaching skyward, many are home to insects and a host of other living things, and as structures they are often one of the most beautiful aspects of the winter garden.

         Look to the hedgerows, roadside embankments and waste ground and it is easy to argue that this is their best season, with the colour pared back now that the greens have receded. I love green, but in the winter months you realise that the predominance of green often prevents you from registering the detail – and the winter skeletons are all about detail. Bleached grasses strike their pale vertical lines into the landscape like a mirage when you see them en masse. Some spent stems crisscross as they weaken at the base to break with the upright, but it all has its charm with tangles of vetch hanging in blackened nests and dots of chocolate brown marking the presence of long-gone moon daisies. High above the grasses are the last of the umbels – wild carrot, hemlock and sweet cicely, with its sooty seeds hanging in pale cages.

         Despite appearances, winter is also far from monochrome, and the range of browns, buffs, cinnamons and oranges seem infinite in their informal weave. The rusts heat up when it is wet, and the blacks darken so that teasel is as dark as coal in a smouldering grassland. When it is dry, the parchment tones of the grasses whiten and bleach to silver on a rare bright day. That’s one good reason for leaving some rough ground if you have the room, and certainly a rich inspiration for what you can bring together for winter interest in the garden.

         When planning perennial planting, I always choose a good percentage for their ability to leave behind something of note for this season. Some, such as tradescantia and many of the geraniums, wither back to nothing, their foliage dragged to earth by the worms to leave only the expectant crown. But many leave behind the woody structure they formed in the summer, devoid of foliage perhaps and transformed into something quite new and magical. These forms are just as interesting as the summer garden if you play with them in this so-called ‘down time’. They provide a framework on which frost and snow (if we have it) can alight, and on which sunlight can be caught where it might otherwise fall to ground without interruption. Many of the spent stems are also rich with seeds. If these are left standing, you might find your garden a-flurry, with blue tits feasting on the fennel seeds or picking over the russety heads of the Phlomis russeliana.

         Each skeleton has its own level of endurance – fennel and many of the grasses persist until they start to look out of place among the March newness, so I edit them back only when they lose their will and succumb to inevitable decomposition. The silvery stems of Perovskia also go right through, being reduced only by the need to give them a hard prune in March, but some are as fragile as they look and will last just long enough to be worth it. The eryngiums in my garden are a good example. The tall stems of E. agavifolium make a valiant start, with their cinnamon stems held high above the remnants of their neighbours, but they have all toppled by January and lower the tone of the bolt upright miscanthus nearby. Their cousins, E. giganteum (aptly named ‘Miss Willmott’s Ghost’), have a little more endurance, but it will not be long now before their silver crowns go from net to nothing. The reference to the ghost in this case has nothing to do with their skeletal forms, but to the charming story that Ellen Willmott, a nineteenth-century gardener, used to scatter the seed surreptitiously in other people’s gardens as she was shown around, for it to appear magically the following year. I leave mine until they topple and only remove them to the compost heap at the last moment.

         It is easier to be casual in a larger space, but many of the best skeletons take up little room and stand bolt upright. Calamagrostis ‘Karl Foerster’ is a classic example of a grass that endures almost everything that a winter can throw at it, and during that time it will be the best armature for frost and the wick for low slanting winter light that blazes on its stems. The Miscanthus are also hard to rival, continuing to rustle in the wind and bleach to a variety of natural colours that range from bone whites through to spicy browns. Those that hold their plumage, such as M. sinensis ‘Silberspinne’, are bright enough on a sunny day to erase any melancholy in an instant.

         The sedums form a low-level horizontal plain of rusty seedheads. I like them more in the winter time without the colour of flower. As plants get older and more lax their tendency to open out in the centre to form a cartwheel is revealed in all nakedness, with the fat buds for next year waiting in the centre. In a group this is amazing to look at, and it always reminds me of coral in a reef or Catherine wheels spinning. Good old-fashioned Sedum ‘Autumn Joy’ (aka ‘Herbstfreude’) stands at about 30 cm, while the much larger-growing ‘Matrona’ often forms a wheel as much as a metre across. You need to wade in at the end of March to remove the remnants, as they keep going if you let them, but by that time they are tinder dry and light as a feather, snapping easily from the rosette. I often scatter opium poppies as a complement and their pods teeter on leafless stems high above the sedums, and in snow each has a hat of white.

         Clearing can be hard to resist, but the longer you leave it the more of a chance there will be for anything that can rot to make its way back into the ground to improve it in the coming growing season. Some plants, such as angelica, just can’t keep it together for the duration and are quickly toppled by winter rot and wind. When the stems totter, you should resist the urge to have that winter-warming bonfire and give any interlopers a chance to see the winter out in comfort. Break the hollow stems and you will often find little colonies of ladybirds still sleeping there. Best to find a rough corner for these, or at least give them a chance on the compost heap. In spring you will thank them for their efforts to eradicate the first wave of aphids, but in the meantime, you can have the pleasure of knowing you are providing their winter quarters.

         8 January, Peckham


         GHOST TREES
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         Look up and you will see one of the best things this coming season has to offer in the bare branches. Every tree has its own character – the beech slender and steely; the oak twisting and gnarled, its growth showing exactly how long it has taken to attain stature. Distinct among any group or thicket is the birch. On elderly Betula pendula – though elderly may be not much more than fifty or sixty years, as they are fast-growing trees – the branches will hang gracefully to catch the wind. An old tree, now black and white where the bark has cracked dark as charcoal, will show its age in the trunk, but the finely spun limbs will always retain the grace of their youth.

         The birch is a pioneer among trees, the scaly wafer-thin seed being light enough to blow from the branches for quite some distance. Happiest on acid soils but content in most, they will often be one of the first trees to grow in newly disturbed ground.

         You might think this was the behaviour of a weedy species, and I have pulled a few in my time, but birch is a tree that it is easy to welcome. In three years from seed they will be slender whips, but in seven their russet-coloured bark will be showing white and the branches reaching high enough to cast you a dapple of shade to stand in.

         Being pioneers, our native birch suit their own company and the nicest plantings of Betula pendula are en masse, so you can enjoy the repeat of their chalky stems. The groves planted not so long ago between Tate Modern and the Thames are even beginning to cope with the scale of the building behind them as they mature. Birch is not a tree I’d use if gravity were needed, but their veil of twiggery is one of the nicest ways of concealing something you might not want to see without blocking it entirely. This is why they are good for fraying edges and for stopping a boundary from feeling final.

         The heightened ornamental quality of the species from China and the Himalayas makes them fine stand-alone trees. Betula utilis var. jacquemontii is perhaps the whitest of them all. It lacks the delicacy of our native B. pendula, but packs a punch in the right place. There are several forms that are as good, and of them ‘Silver Shadow’ is one of the best.

         Betula ermanii is unusual among the group for bark that is touched with salmon pink. The pink-and-red-coloured forms of Betula albosinensis are more colourful still, and ‘Kenneth Ashburner’ or var. septentrionalis have bark that peels away like paper as the stem stretches from season to season to reveal new colour underneath.

         The latter are smaller in stature as trees and useful for a smaller garden, as is the much-underrated Betula nigra. The river birch is a tree for wet places, the pale bark flaking as it ages until it is frilled and feathering the trunks. Team it with fiery-coloured Salix for the winter and you will find the dark months are something you positively look forward to.

         10 January, Peckham


         NEW YEAR’S HONOURS
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         A new year stretches ahead of us and already I am ring-marking space so that things I failed to do last year don’t slip through my fingers again. I want to visit the Atlas Mountains to be part of an early spring and to witness the plants I love most growing in the wild and in context. There are garden moments too, the erythroniums at Knightshayes and the magnolias at Caerhays in Cornwall. Of course this is a distraction from the cold muddy beds and the plants that are in retreat here in my wintry garden, but it is good to have plans.

         The art of gardening lies so much in the planning. You have in your mind the tree that you will be standing underneath when you plant the whippy sapling and you can smell the Chimonanthus, even though you know it will be at least three years before the wintersweet flowers. The sheets of scarlet poppies vibrating in summer sunshine are vivid in the mind’s eye as you throw the seed on to the dirt in deepest January, but you know that the frost will help to break the dormancy and that you have partaken in something wonderful by starting the cycle off for another year. Though the January garden might look its most inert, a new year is a year full of promise.

         With a planting season extending through into March, I am promising myself that I will plant more magnolias. I have two gardens on site in Devon and I know that magnolias will enjoy the West Country with its slightly milder climate and plenty of moisture. Though one tends to think of magnolias as woodlanders,  and indeed, most hail from the forests of China and North America, they are remarkably adaptable as garden trees. Given moisture at the root and a position that isn’t blasted by wind, they are happy out in the sunshine. That said, Magnolia × loebneri and its starry-flowered cultivars are proving to be really quite tolerant of wind down by the coast, but the larger-flowered forms will be torn to shreds in a gale.

         The extra light of an open position will reward you with sun-ripened wood and more plentiful flowers as a result. The winter outlines of trees are often more interesting than the summer ones. The flowering magnolias are a good case in point once the leaves are down, the bare branches glistening with buds. Next month, Cornwall will see the first tree magnolias blooming but most of us further up country will have to wait. The wait is made that much easier, though, with such anticipation mapped out in bud. Velvety textured, and primitive in appearance, they capture the light in a silver pelt that covers them for protection. Some forms are a rich russet brown, and on closer observation you will see that they are more animal than vegetable, like a paw with a downy covering.

         In terms of waiting, we are gardening in good times. It takes a good fifteen years for a tree magnolia such as M. campbellii to flower, but we now have the Jura and the Gresham hybrids, which have all the assets of their parents but the precociousness of breeding. Before it is taller than you are, you will be reaping the rewards of a tree such as ‘Iolanthe’ or the aptly named ‘Star Wars’. In terms of getting the year off to a good start, I make every effort to get the woody plants in on this side of winter. The unspoken rule goes that they should be planted by Christmas so that the roots have as long as possible to make contact with their new environment, but the late start to winter, followed by the wettest November I can remember, has already thrown out good intentions. No matter, whenever the ground is dry enough for it not to stick to the spade, I’ll be pushing for things to get in the ground.

         Planting should never be thought of as a chore. An hour spent preparing a hole is nothing in the life of that tree and the duration of the time you will have together. A hole should always be twice the width of the root ball and a good spit deep. Current thinking goes that it is not necessary to dig deeper than a spit as a deep hole can act as a sump in heavy ground. Break up the base of the hole with a fork to ease drainage and work in some organic matter to improve the backfill of topsoil and you will be off to a good start.

         One of the first areas to be planted out this January is a catkin wood for a client. We will be employing very simple techniques as the young trees are no more than whips and these can be slit-planted into a ‘V’ cut into the ground with a spade and then closed again with your heel once the roots have been inserted into the slot. This simple method of planting is time-saving and is all that’s needed with the more vigorous native species. I follow through with a mulch mat to keep competition at bay in the first couple of years, and recommend rabbit guards if the critters are in your area.

         The little wood is an excuse to welcome the year in with branches that illustrate the first stirrings, and alder, willow species and hazel have been chosen for their early movements. In just a few years’ time, we will be able to walk under their branches and look up to see the first signs of life against grey skies. Silvery and expectant, and dusting the air with the first pollen of the year, they are something worth planning for.

         11 January, Peckham


         HAPPY HOLLY DAYS
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         January is the beginning of what would once have been a long, hard winter, which not long ago would have meant food was scarce and heat was something that had to be managed with care. You would have had to hunker down very seriously, prepare for the long nights and the inclement weather, and plan ahead with military precision.

         With the luxury of heating and a full fridge, we can enjoy the spartan nature of winter outside. In the garden, I also feel the need for winter foliage to ease the bleakness of the next few weeks. It has been the supporting act for three seasons of activity, but now that the garden is dormant it comes into its own. I am always surprised by its reappearance; and to find the ivy again – running fast and furious up tree trunks and encrusted in voluminous flowering bracts along the tops of walls – is a treat. It is a safe haven for the birds in the winter, as the berries ripen when food is scarce elsewhere. The birds are the reason it appears as frequently as it does, and apparently always in the places that suit it, and the seed is scattered as the birds move from tree to tree.

         Though there are 400 species found globally, of all the native evergreens the holly is perhaps my favourite. Ilex aquifolium is a fine tree, compact enough, and a home for wildlife when deciduous trees become transparent. I like the way an old tree that has not had its skirts lifted will sweep to the ground to tickle the leaf litter. If you look hard at an undisturbed tree you will see that it is only the foliage within reach of foraging animals that is undulating with prickles. Out of reach and the leaves are mostly restricted to a single needle at the apex.

         Although the holly is by nature a woodlander, thriving in quite dry conditions, where it sows itself and has time to delve deep before making top growth, it is just as happy out in the open. A deep, loamy soil will bring the best out of it, but a holly is just as contented on sand or chalk and quite heavy clay, as long as it doesn’t lie waterlogged. Planting is always best carried out in the early autumn to give the roots time to take hold, or in late winter, so that the foliage doesn’t dry out in winter winds.

         I have also had a lot of success with holly near the sea, or in polluted environments where other evergreens, such as yew, might fail. Ilex × altaclerensis, a cross between I. aquifolium and I. perado, is the best for these conditions, and it has broader, larger leaves. Try to get the plain, green-leaved form if you can, as it drops back so much more nicely than the variegated selections more readily available. The beauty of evergreens is that they are happy to be at the forefront in winter but will settle into the shadows once the leaves are out elsewhere. If you need winter colour, much the best route is to opt for some Cornus alba or coloured-stemmed willows.

         Having said that, the fruit of a holly is half its appeal. Not all trees produce fruit, because there are male and female trees and one needs the other to provide a show. If your tree never fruits, it is probably because it is male. So it is always worth seeking out a female form, because it only takes one male to pollinate several females, and a male is rarely so far away that the pollen cannot be distributed. One of the most reliable is I. aquifolium ‘J. C. van Tol’. This is a self-fertile female, so you are guaranteed fruit. The stems are dark purple and the leaves almost complete and without prickles, so it cuts a clean, shiny outline. Left to its own devices it will form a broad, upright tree, and to keep it bushy when it is young I tip the branches late in July. Holly makes a good hedge and responds well to regular cutting, but it will always take some time to regenerate if you cut too far into the old wood. Little and often is the key.

         Of the female forms selected for their berries, ‘Bacciflava’ and ‘Amber’ are worth considering, as the birds will go for the red berries first and leave you with the yellow-berried forms for at least another month. A shot of yolky yellow in the winter is lovely scattered throughout the dark foliage.

         A male worth having, if you are prepared to forgo the berries, is the hedgehog holly, I. aquifolium ‘Ferox’. This is considered to be the oldest surviving cultivar, dating back to the seventeenth century, and it does have an ancient demeanour. Each leaf has bristle upon bristle once you refocus your eye. When the rest of the garden is sleeping, it is good to know that there’s support in the shrubberies.

         14 January, Peckham


         THE LION IN WINTER
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         At the dimmest point in the year, when life in the garden seems at its most still and inert, my Hamamelis ‘Jelena’ breaks its first buds. The cinnamon-coloured beads, held in tight clusters up the stem, have been swelling since the foliage dropped in the autumn; now, one at a time, they open like sea anemones awakening in rock pools stilled once the tide has gone out. The tendrils of petal break bud, unscrunching themselves but not quite, so that each petal is crimped. They gather momentum as one catches up with the next until the whole bush is covered from top to bottom. I look out on a dim day to see the terrace illuminated with a rusty-coloured glow, and it is ‘Jelena’ that gets me out there to see what else the garden has to offer.

         My neighbour Geraldine used to have the Chinese witch hazel, Hamamelis mollis, in the jumble of treasures that made up her garden. You always knew it was out even though it was tucked away in a gloomy corner because she would pick a tiny sprig for a jar on the kitchen table. The posy was part of an ongoing installation – a microcosm of her garden, captured and intimate, so you had to study the detail. The witch hazel was the star of the dark months. You’d be spurred on to venture out around the side of the house. Anticipation would build as you passed the Iris unguicularis at the bottom of the wall and the Cyclamen coum spreading out into the lawn. You had to push under a big Magnolia grandiflora to get to the clearing, and there the Hamamelis took your breath away. Its luminous branches filled the clearing with a delicious sweet perfume.

         When I was studying at the RHS’s Wisley Garden in Surrey, just a short walk from our halls of residence were the witch hazels that grew on Seven Acres. I was rather intimidated by them because they were old and twisted and roomy. Their magnificence seemed to be unattainable, like a beautiful but expensive item of clothing in a window. When you are younger, as is the case a lot later in life, it can be inhibiting to think that you might have to wait too long to get the benefit or never see a plant mature, so for years, until moving to my own garden, I looked at them with admiration and from a distance. The fact that I was stung with a couple of plants that I failed with at Home Farm in Northamptonshire, where I studied for a time, made me doubly reticent. I put them in the woodland garden on a bank so they would drain freely in the heavy soil, but I had no idea that the winds whipped around the corner of the house. The wind did for those two plants, burning the young foliage early in the season and finishing them off in a dry spell when I was away and the bank cracked open like a crusty loaf.

         Winter gardening is something that I have grown into as I have matured. I used to view spring through to autumn as the time that the garden did its thing, and winter as the time to prepare for the action. But increasingly I will try and work towards there being a framework of plants that ‘do’ in the winter and those that have their season now: the Hamamelis have come high up the list. In my own garden here in London, I have got around the issue of there not being adequate space to grow a decent-sized bush by growing them in pots. Then they take on the fascination that Geraldine’s posy had, for you can see them up close and move them near the windows to be displayed in winter quarters. In the summer, I heave them back up to the end of the garden, where they are put in a holding area by the compost heaps. In the cool under the neighbour’s trees there is less risk of drying out and their summer foliage, which is modest, like a hazel, can blend into the background.

         Alongside the trusted ‘Jelena’ – one of the earliest to come into bloom – I have several hybrids on my own trial in an effortless effort to get to know them better. Between them I have flower for almost three months, one variety picking up where the last faded, and when they get too big, they will be found a home in a suitable garden. Hamamelis × intermedia is a cross between H. mollis and the smaller-flowered H. japonica. Both parents are highly scented and worth having for that alone – it is a pity that the hybrids miss out here, but the crosses make up for it in the incredible range of colours. From the gold of ‘Arnold Promise’ through to warm, glowing-orange ‘Aphrodite’ and on into spicy-red ‘Diane’ (also famed for crimson autumn foliage) and bloody ‘Livia’, they are worth seeking out in a collection so you can make the comparisons. Many of these hybrids were raised by the De Belders’s Kalmthout Arboretum in Belgium, where there is one of the best collections in the world. I have vowed to go this winter to see the woodland there glow like it is on fire.

         Each year, my obsession grows a little, so last February I sought out one of the national collections, grown by Chris Lane in Kent. Chris is the writer of the superb monograph Witch Hazels (Timber Press), and I was keen to see them all together to single out the best. They were set out in orderly rows in an exposed field, the conditions far from what you might expect if you have read the textbooks. Hamamelis like good living: a deep, well-drained soil with plenty of humus and some shelter, as they hail from scrub and edge-of-woodland conditions in the wild. They hate waterlogging, so a high water table or heavy clay soil should be avoided, but here on the free-draining slope it was the heavy acid soil that enabled them to be out in the open, as it held the moisture in the summer. Though many books say that they need acid soil, this rule can also be bent, and I have had success with Hamamelis in limestone soils in the Cotswolds. The secret is to get a good-enough depth of topsoil enriched with humus and to ensure that they never dry out in the summer.

         Looking back in my notes that were jerkily scrawled with a cold hand in that field last February, there are a bewildering number of varieties to choose from, but not so many that stand out from the crowd. It is worth seeking out the best varieties of H. mollis if you want a gold-flowered witch hazel. These are still the most gloriously scented, but look for a named variety such as H. mollis ‘Boskoop’ or ‘Jermyns Gold’, as they can be variable. H. mollis ‘Pallida’, a marvellous sulphur-yellow, has been re-grouped with the H. × intermedia hybrids, and that is where you should go for the best range of colours. I would pass on H. vernalis and H. japonica and its varieties in preference to the hybrids and to H. mollis because the flowers of these two species are smaller. The true witch hazel, H. virginiana, will bloom with autumn foliage in October and November, but it is a subtle thing that I would only ever plant if I had room enough. I prefer to play to their strengths and to use the best of the winter-flowering varieties.

         Large plants establish better than smaller plants, so seek out a ten-litre plant over the standard-sized three litres if you can afford it. Sometimes where plants are concerned it is worth going short elsewhere. Imagine yourself right now being able to glance at a blaze of flower out there in the grey of winter. In a few years you may have invested enough time to be able to bring a sprig inside to remind you to get out there into the cold. Believe you me, the wait is worth it.

         16 January, Hampshire


         GLOOM RAIDERS
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         I remember very clearly the first time I came upon Viburnum × bodnantense. I must have been ten and we had just taken on a long-forgotten garden that had engulfed the house and the old lady who had planted it. It was early winter and I was bashing about in the remains of the thickety orchard that lay in the lower parts of our plot. There was a crumpled greenhouse in which the old lady had encouraged a solitary camellia, and as we had not been there for long, the path she had trodden to stoke the boiler was the path we took to gather windfalls.

         The leaves were recently down and I remember the surprise in the monochrome when coming upon the sweetly smelling flowers. They were the palest pink imaginable, but it was the perfume which drew me to them first. Sweet and smelling slightly of cloves, it hung on the cool, damp air and mingled with the windfalls from the previous season. The shrub must have been fifty years old, but thirty-five years later it is still rewarding my parents with a steady but spasmodic supply of flower through to the end of January.

         Viburnum × bodnantense is most usually offered in a sugary-pink selection called ‘Dawn’, but I prefer the pink-budded ‘Deben’, as it fades rapidly to white. They are angular shrubs when in youth, softening in outline as they age, but today I prefer to plant Viburnum farreri ‘Candidissimum’. I first saw this shrub in the winter gardens at Anglesey Abbey in Cambridgeshire, where its clear white flowers shine among dark mahonia. Winter whites are easier to place at this time of the year, and this is one of the best – brighter and showing up the creaminess of winter-flowering honeysuckles, and easy to use with fiery hamamelis. Its summer lumpenness, for it is an ‘ordinary’ shrub in summer, can be forgiven, as its heavily perfumed flowers continue for a good eight weeks in the darkest months. I have used it as a bright focal point in the newly planted Winter Garden in Battersea Park.

         The family Viburnum is large and wide-ranging and I have included the native wayfaring tree, V. lantana and the bloody-berried V. opulus in a list of whips to bulk up my native hedges this winter. The former is common in hedges on chalky ground and is particular for its lily fragrance, but I also love the latter for its lacy flower heads in June. In the Mediterranean areas of Europe, Viburnum tinus takes the reins and weights the winter landscape with evergreen. I use it frequently in gardens in the UK, as it looks relaxed and informal and is more than happy to sprawl about in dark corners. ‘Eve Price’ is a compact-growing form with carmine buds. Though unperfumed, the flowers appear from autumn until March and are often seen in tandem with the previous year’s metallic-blue berries.

         If you were to keep going east through to China and then Japan you would continue to find the tribe in its subtly shifting guises. Some are modest in appearance, but most offer up something, be it berries, good-colouring autumn foliage, or evergreen. Viburnum davidii, a plant that is unjustifiably out of fashion today, is still one of the best low-growing evergreens, with pleated foliage that smothers a low, shade-tolerant mound. Creamy domes of April flower are berrying a wonderful turquoise blue in the winter months, if you get a male and a female plant to ensure pollination. Similar, but growing into a loosely domed shrub, is Viburnum cinnamomifolium, a plant that has real potential as a winter mainstay.

         Of the perfumed members of the tribe, the semi-deciduous Viburnum × burkwoodii remains a firm favourite as it picks up late, in March, when the early-winter forms have finished. It forms a large, open-structured shrub with glossy foliage that glints and refracts in winter sunshine. It is adaptable to being wall-trained, and there is a compact form called ‘Anne Russell’, but I like to leave it to grow naturally and with room around it so that it can find its own shape. In time you can use the shade it casts to tuck winter-flowering hellebores under its skirts. Find it a sheltered corner where the perfume will linger and hold you spellbound, as it held me all those years ago.

         19 January, Peckham


         WORKING TOGETHER
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         The celandines are already pushing through, the mild weather providing a window for early growth. The first of their foliage lies flat against bare earth. They make me feel optimistic and, though it will be a while before they flower, the buds wait expectantly.

         Close by, our native lords and ladies is up and also seizing the window of growth. I have the marbled form Arum italicum ‘Marmoratum’ in my garden. It is an old favourite, which I grow for exactly this moment. Unless it has flowered and left berries behind in the summer you all but forget about it once it is dormant. The autumn rains are the trigger for renewed action and by deep midwinter it is at its finest with the foliage like a spearhead and veined with silver to catch the light.

         Right now the arum is king and a delight for being the foil to winter companions. Slip it among winter-flowering Algerian iris and Cyclamen coum and drift it through evergreen ground cover to lift the coppery tones of Tellima grandiflora ‘Purpurea’ or use it to provide flux among the sombre fronds of Polystichum setiferum. A solitary leaf, picked for the table, will support a sprig of witch hazel or honeysuckle. It will also enliven a drift of snowdrops in a gloomy corner and remind you that, in combination, one makes the other stronger.

         When I plan winter corners that are connected, I see the combination as a layering exercise. Most of the best plant combinations are one thing juxtaposed with something that shares the same requirements or provides for its partner. The space under a shrub is valuable, the shrub providing cover, the understorey support in a dull moment. Ground cover in turn is the foil against which emerging bulbs can be placed. Winter-flowering honeysuckle is lovely when its scented creamy flowers spangle bare branches, but it’s a dull thing in summer and all the better for an evergreen Epimedium × versicolor ‘Sulphureum’ at its feet.

         Close by, the textured foliage of Viburnum davidii might provide the contrast of a change in leaf scale and the benefit of blue berries. Team it up with early-flowering Tenby daffodils. The shady places are often the areas where winter performers do best.

         Ground cover is also a way of connecting spaces in winter, a sweep of the winter-flowering Vinca difformis moving easily in the areas that remain overshadowed in the summer, yet drawing the eye in winter to pools of other plants that emerge to puncture this layer. Helleborus foetidus, with dark-fingered foliage and lime-green bells, and evergreen Iris foetidissima, with its rupturing seedpods exposing the tangerine seeds, will provide colour, textural relief and contrast.

         Winter may be a long season, but you could never say that it is one that is lacking in interest.

         20 January, Tokyo


         QUEEN CAMELLIA
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         Recently I made a visit to monitor progress with my commissions in Japan. I am working on an eight-hectare project in western Tokyo where the developers are building a ‘garden city’. The land has an interesting history, and when I first saw it two years ago, it was being used as a sports ground. It is an extraordinary thing for this much ground to have survived as open space in a city where space is the ultimate luxury, but here it was, a vast green expanse of beautifully maintained pitches and running tracks ringed with giant Zelkova and established shrubberies. The developers showed me images taken just a hundred years ago, when Japan had a very different economy. A scruffy stream ran alongside little paddy fields, but in the twenties, once Tokyo started to develop at a pace, the landowners built an ocean liner of a lido and sent someone to Wisley to study the plants to make a collection befitting a burgeoning interest in the West.

         As a Wisley boy, it was fitting I should be asked to help to move the land on into the next chapter, and we spent some time looking over the plant material that could be reused. Vast Kalmias, complete with their 1929 labels, rhododendrons and giant cherries were all to be moved, and it was my job to decide how they could be reintegrated so that the feeling of maturity could be retained in the garden city.

         It is a rare thing to work with developers who see the value in greenery, and rarer still to see so many specimens prepared for new homes rather than simply replaced. Some of the fully mature cherries had already been reduced to thin their crowns in readiness to be moved. The roots were severed at a safe distance and then the root balls wrapped in hessian and rope to hold them in one piece. These sculptural wrappings were far too beautiful to be covered over again, but the trenches were backfilled for a year to encourage the hair roots needed for the specimens to be moved successfully.

         The development has moved on considerably in the past year and most of the trees have now been transported to their new positions, but this time I was to choose new trees which will complement the old and help us to establish a series of forested courtyards that will nestle the buildings into the site.

         We set out early in immaculate vans, with a small army of businessmen and a boot-full of pristine white wellingtons, to walk the nurseries that lie on the outskirts of Tokyo. The nursery visits are one of the favourite aspects of my job, and I will never tire of walking the rows to select the right specimen for a chosen position. Each tree has its own character that can be matched to a chosen position: a branch that will lean over the door into the spring courtyard; a group that will work perfectly together to provide dappled shade elsewhere. It is as if they are waiting for you, and it is just a case of taking the time to find the right plant.

         On our final day we retreated into an old farm building in the middle of a field of magnolias for lunch. It is customary that the clients are treated to a meal, and a feast of autumn vegetables and mushrooms had been prepared for grilling in the fire pit that formed the centre of the sit-down table. Hot sake was produced in utensils that had been made that morning from giant bamboo stems. It was a vivid moment, and before long we stumbled out into the dimming light to see the last of our selections.

         It was then, on the way through a grove of Japanese umbrella pines, that I chanced upon the surprise that until that point had eluded me. And there it was in the gloom, a white, autumn-blooming Camellia sasanqua. Its delicate branches had formed a perfect dome four metres high and swept down to knee height to fan out as if it was doing a curtsy. Each leaf, a slim twist of the darkest, most lustrous green, reflected what light there was left in the afternoon, and along its branches was the peppering of flower. Pale and pure glistening white, the five-petalled blooms flared informally away from a golden boss of stamens. Where most camellias look like they have been cut from cloth and fashioned by a dressmaker, these were informal and light on the bush. There were buds and fully blown flowers spotting the branches, and under the tree in a perfect circle, like an inverted halo, was a luminous ring of fallen flower. I pointed out this diversion, and we stood around in a ring and marvelled at its beauty.

         C. sasanqua is a relatively new plant for me and one that came to my attention a few years back when Stuart Barfoot, the head gardener at the ‘Italian Job’ – a project I continue to work on near Ninfa – bought some for pots up by the house. They had charmed him because they bloom in the very first part of the winter, and ahead of their spring-blooming cousins by a good three months. This is valuable stuff in a garden, when many of us are beginning to feel the impact of losing the autumn colour, so I made it my mission to find out more. The reason, it transpired, that they are rare in this country is that they are less hardy and need the warmth of an urban microclimate or the shelter of a frost-free conservatory to thrive. A prolonged frost will see them defoliate and in time weaken and die. Interestingly, and unlike the spring-blooming C. japonica, which likes a cooler position, they also prefer some sun, which is necessary to form their flowers.

         Stuart had tested them to the limit in southern Italy, where it gets unbearably hot in the summer months, and found that they thrived in pots if he moved them into the shade once the heat got into the sun. They can be grown in pots here as well, left out like citrus in the summer months and brought into a cool conservatory for the winter, or at least up by the shelter of a house. Great news, too, if you have an alkaline soil, but in London, and in many of the warmer counties, they are perfectly happy out in the open. There are some fine plants in the shelter of other trees in the woodland garden at Wisley, so I suspect that it is simply that they have not been put to the test as yet.

         Most forms that you find in this country are pink or dusky red. I am trying ‘Hugh Evans’ with winter-flowering cherry in Guernsey. It is a soft, single flower, rose-pink. We are also trying the darker rose ‘Hiryu’ there. They are slender in stature and I have great hopes for them as a backdrop to a small woodland garden, where they will fill a slot at the end of the year, and in a mild year last long enough to welcome in the new one. But I have a pot I have to fill for home in which I am hankering for the pure white form that I saw in Japan. I think it is C. sasanqua ‘Narumigata’. It will be kept with the hamamelis at the end of the garden and brought down to the terrace once the autumn foliage is down on the camellia. I brought one of the sake jugs home for just this moment.

         22 January, Hillside


         RISING FROM THE ASHES
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         The Tump is the roundest, plumpest field on the farm. It forms the horizon line from the house, but when you mount it the views open up both up and down the valley. There is a solitary ash that sits off to one side in splendid isolation. The old man who lived here before us pollarded the tree in the year he died, and now we have the growth that came after his demise. From the lower slopes the pollard takes the form of a limbless lady standing her ground and looking out.

         This is our oldest and finest tree, and it represents a long line of self-sufficiency. It is traditional in the area for ash to be allowed to grow up in the hedges and you would have a number of hedges on your land to provide you with pollards. This way the fields could be kept open, the shade falling in the hedge lines and the grass left free of competition. Leaving the trees for a decade between pollarding allows them time to replenish their resources. By that time the limbs are the perfect size for dropping and logging, and as ash is one of the few woods that burns green, it is a valuable piece of the puzzle.

         When you get your eye in, you can see the history in the pollards as they become increasingly gnarly. They stagger up the valley like an army of old ladies, and though you might not think it when you see how they age, pollarding extends the life of a tree considerably. Many have rotted so that they are hollow within, creating habitats for wildlife. Bats and sometimes owls make their homes there, while the gaps between the toes of their twisted roots provide the perfect spot for burrows.

         As part of the plan for the farm, we are looking at how we might provide ourselves with fuel. We have eight hectares, and although I do not want to change the character of the landscape too dramatically, a proportion of the land should provide us with firewood.

         The pollards are the answer, and I am keen that we keep up the tradition, while also restoring our rundown farm to productivity. I like the idea, too, that a whole new generation of ladies can grace the slopes.

         We made a start once the leaves came down before Christmas. A friend with a chainsaw and arboricultural experience came to help, and a second tree was reduced back to a crown above the grazing height of the cattle. It was a tree that had been left for some time, but it was good to keep up the rotation. Elsewhere we have singled out the ash saplings that can become future hedge trees in the hedge lines. They were tagged before the hedges were cut, and I’m estimating that they will be ready to pollard in under a decade.

         Ash seed is wind-blown, with wings to carry it a distance away from the parent, and as it is a pioneer by nature, it is the first tree to punch through cracks or a forgotten patch where the brambles grow.

         Though you might not want to introduce our native Fraxinus excelsior into the confines of a garden setting, the family offers a good range of adaptable cousins. In the main these are fast-growing. They are late to leaf, allowing you light underneath for woodlanders and their shade is never too dense. I use two species with regularity. The southern European Fraxinus ornus is a tree you are more likely to find in France and northern Italy and, for those who know the landscape painters of the eighteenth century, it is surely the tree you see arching from cliffs and overhanging a ruin. Loose-limbed and flowering in early summer, it sports a plumage of creamy, sweetly scented panicles.

         It has pretty autumn colour, too, but not as good as the American Fraxinus americana. This is a delightful species with a myriad of tiny leaves that move like shoals of fish in the breeze. ‘Raywood’ is a fine selection – never too big, but substantial enough to sit under, and colouring deeply with plum and an undercurrent of hotter embers. I can see it here, within the confines of the garden-to-be, nodding respectfully to its cousin on the hill.

         25 January, Peckham


         HEART IN HAND
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         My old friend Geraldine slipped away on the winter solstice. She was ninety-six and due to turn ninety-seven this month. It seemed entirely fitting that she chose to die on the shortest day of the year, as she was the person who had introduced me to the natural world, and through it we maintained a friendship that lasted the best part of forty years.

         Geraldine was one of those people who enters your life to open a door. In her case it was a door that was as real as it was metaphorical, and it was always left ajar. She lived just a few houses down our lane and I was welcome to make my way through the garage, where there was an entrance into her garden. She was a naturalist to the core and combined her love of the natural world with an idiosyncratic way of gardening that was free and uninhibited. A small lawn outside the back door provided room for a bird table and a deckchair in which she was often to be found reading, but beyond this semblance of order was a world that to a small boy was filled with treasures.

         My trips over there were frequent, and when I was five I would spend hours peering into her pond, fascinated by the life that teemed within the crudely assembled plastic liner. Geraldine was never precious – her paths were made from cinders and she embraced weeds. The fruit cage trapped as many blackbirds as it kept away, and if the lolloping vegetable patch looked a shambles, the object of the exercise was always beauty or pleasure. She had her own fruit and veg in the pantry, a chest of dangerously volatile elderflower ‘champagne’ and the luxury of peaches in a good summer.

         She had the knack of combining plants that would be happy in each other’s company. Nerine against the hot wall with Algerian iris; wild poppies and annual Adonis with Eschscholzia californica, and electric-blue Anchusa and Fritillaria pyrenaica (smuggled from one of her many trips to the mountains of Europe in the back of her Morris) never happier than in the grass that sprang up in the rockery. Though Geraldine’s plants were not conventionally grown – she had her own pruning style and never bothered if a plant got moth-eaten along the way – she understood how to get the best out of them.

         Every day of the year there would be a posy to greet you on the kitchen table. Pushed at random into a little pot or suitable utensil, the posy would be there come rain or shine, and in it there was the reward of adventure, the fruit of labour or the chance happening of something one of her many birds had brought to the garden. In this posy were mapped the weeks of the year. A sprig of Hamamelis and Galanthus in January, or a tuft of old man’s beard and rosehips come the autumn. Her posies were the garden distilled in a jam jar, and often she would pluck a sprig that you might admire from the assemblage and push it into your hand as the makings of a cutting. She shared her gardening well, and to this day I try to keep a posy from my own garden.

         The posy is not something you should think about too much in its construction, for it is more the act of pulling things together for closer observation that is the objective. Christopher Lloyd talked about bringing what you are writing about up close. I do the same at the beginning of my writing days, gathering my subject as a means of gathering my thoughts and then having it right in front of me to keep me on the spot and in focus. It is amazing, too, when you look into the detail, how much more you might notice than you do in passing outside – the way a flower is put together and how it sits on the stem, or a perfume that up close yields just enough to add another layer of interest. You can witness the passage of bud from opening to demise, see how the colour is infused and then diluted, or in some cases intensified by ageing. The seed and the berries and even the skeletons, come the winter, are of just as much interest.

         The posy is also a means of throwing up surprising combinations of plants that are separated in the garden but sit just right in the pot. When the growing season is in motion – and it won’t be long now, because it is already easier to gather a collection rather than individual specimens – the unexpected also comes together. You might suddenly find that the magenta Cyclamen coum is the perfect partner to the rust-orange Hamamelis ‘Jelena’, or that the Crocus ‘Ladykiller’ are hard to better than with the first of the violets. I have moved many plants around the garden through discoveries such as these coming together on the kitchen table.

         On the morning that my mother called me to give me the news that Geraldine had not survived the night, I looked into the front garden to find the first of the Iris unguicularis ‘Mary Bernard’. Their violet flowers are darker than the sky-blue ‘Walter Butt’ that Geraldine grew. I remember she used to pick them in bud and then watch them open inside in the heat. This is something that happens in minutes when the buds are ready, the falls springing back to reveal the finely penned interior. Often the smallest of gifts is the most enduring.
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         Despite its actual length, February can feel like the longest month of the winter, caught between the openness of January and the surge that becomes evident in March. To pine for signs of life is not a bad thing and planning ahead in autumn is always time well spent. Winter would not be quite the same without pots of early bulbs to steal a march on the season. A pot of Iris reticulata, pushed on a little in the cold frame, and then brought into the warmth of the house to enjoy up close, is a reminder that life is just around the corner.

         It is important to get out there, and with this in mind I have begun a snowdrop trail, which is designed to light up this moment. Since first writing about the idea when we moved to Somerset, I have extended it yearly in a ribbon that is now snaking up the lane and way out beyond the comfort and confines of the garden. It is already showing enough to entice my neighbours, who have offered splits of their own plants to unravel it further, and has become something quietly shared with the community.

         Making room for the winter garden is every bit as important as managing a garden for summer, and I have learned to accommodate the plants that draw your attention in the dark months. Cornus mas, for instance, with its cloud of acid-yellow flower, or creamy hazel catkins, both lighten up the gloom. The scarcity of winter flowers can lead to obsession, and it is hard to imagine that the Lenten roses would provide such diversion in another season. Every year my own collection grows and with it the excitement of the first flowering of seedlings that have self-sown here in Somerset.

         But all at once February is over and the industry of winter gardening already fills the daylight hours. It is time to shape and mould the fruit trees for the future, prune out the dead and the diseased, and plan for fruit and flower. There are wisterias to untangle, seeds to order for the summer garden, and a list of things to split and acquire and improve upon in the months to come.

         2 February, Hillside


         UP WITH THE EARLY RISERS
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         When the January snow slowly eased its grip, slumping off the cold frame, pulling away from the molehills and the banks, an altered landscape was there to greet us. The changes were tiny – angelica skeletons pushed to an angle and long grass flattened – but there were signs of activity, too. I had looked for the snowdrops beforehand and found nothing, but here they were, the first flowers tilting free of their foliage. One day I would like to have the common-or-garden snowdrop not just close up by the house in clumps but in ribbons of early life in the hedgerows. It’s a project I began last year: in time, the trail will mark a snowdrop walk which will leapfrog from hedge to ditch to watercourse, to move us out of the comfort of the house.

         Early bulbs remind us that, in this country, the dormant season is more a perception than it is a reality. In all but the coldest snap there is usually something stirring and with this in mind I have earmarked a sunny bank behind the house for some early risers. Though they are still small, my Cornus mas are showing promise. Tight buds, wide and sculpted with a pointed hat, looked expectant over Christmas and showed some colour against the snow, then broke with the thaw to bloom with the snowdrops. The flowers, which are tiny, are a mass of acid-yellow stamens, but en masse the bush is bright and alive.

         I bought a handful of Galanthus varieties after visiting the Snowdrop Theatre at the Chelsea Physic Garden a few years ago. I’d been inspired by witnessing them up close, displayed against black velvet so that you could see the detail in the flower. Although I loved the experience, galanthophilia is a condition I’m not keen to contract and I remain a firm believer that you need to be able to spot the difference between one snowdrop and another while standing up.

         I am gradually adding to a small collection: ‘Atkinsii’ is one of the first, with tall stems and good vigour. ‘Magnet’ has similar qualities, the length of the pedicels allowing the flowers to dance in the breeze and it’s that movement as much as anything that is distinctive. I also have a couple of good unnamed doubles that will be placed close to the path so that their flowers can be upturned to examine their green-rimmed petticoats.

         I always grow a few of the early-flowering Iris reticulata in pots as they are easy and dependable. Growing them in pots allows you to bring them into the house where, if you get the timing right, you can actually witness the flowers popping open from a tightly speared bud. They will last for a few days in the artificial heat and you can get up close to take in their perfume and exquisite colouring. In a cool room, an unheated conservatory or on an outdoor windowsill you can savour them for a week or two. I have learned over the years not to put too many in a pot so that you can reflect upon their beautifully drawn lines and colouring. Out in the ground, Iris reticulata and Iris histrioides tend to be short-lived, but planting them deep and in a free-draining position helps prolong their lives – by deep I mean at least the length of a pencil. Planted in grass, as they will be on my bulb bank, they should be up and out with the first of the primroses, and certainly with the violets.

         When content with their surroundings, Anemone blanda and Crocus tommasinianus seed themselves freely and begin to move about where they like the lie of the land. Both are happy planted in dappled shade, but they prefer somewhere that lights up their flowers with sunshine. I like them combined, the tall-necked crocus rising up above the starry anemone. On a dull day they will wear the deeper colouring on the reverse of the petals – violet on the reverse of Anemone ‘White Splendour’, and soft lavender on the reverse of the crocus. Sunshine will see them blink open, winking bright centres and coloured pollen to make you pleased that you braved the elements.

         5 February, Bath


         MAGNIFICENT OBSESSION
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         In the last week of January I caught up with an old friend in Bath who is working a twenty-five-hectare farm in the steeply sloping valleys outside the city. We set out into the muddy fields not long after letting the horses out, cracking our way through the ice that had formed in the muddy depressions around the field. The light was silvery-grey and the morning was still, in contrast to the wild week before. There was evidence of the storms as we picked our way along the dark hedgerow to the top of the field: branches and dead wood cast a shadow of litter, tracing the direction of the gales, and on the brow of the hill whole trees had been ripped from the hedgerow.

         The aim of our walk was to find the green hellebores that grew in the woods. It had been mild until this cold snap and we were sure there might be signs they were stirring. On our way up the hill the cowslips were already forming their rosettes in readiness, and nearby were the first shoots of the bee orchids. On the edge of the woodland, under a canopy dripping with hazel catkins, the first primroses were already in flower. Pure and pale, but luminous in the milky light, they marked the transition from open ground to woodland.
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