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Chapter 1


The Easier Clichés





The new gardeners are different. For them gardening has become an ideological exercise festooned with all the easier clichés of doom and self-sufficiency.


(Ronald Higgins)




















The Easier Clichés





Remember the spring and summer of 1974? It was a time when not exactly a panic but a frightening sense of imminent doom seemed to overwhelm the country. On radio and television, in stern newspaper editorials and in letters to The Times, people were warning that the end for us all would not be far away. They did not even ask what they should do to be saved, for the general view was that there could be no salvation. Doom was coming inevitably—though in what form nobody seemed quite clear. The question was how we could best prepare ourselves for it, what provision we could make to see us through the unspecified disaster that was at hand.


During the previous winter we had undergone power restrictions and the three-day working week, because the coal miners were striking for more money. The effects of this on most people were not great. Those who were working for only three days enjoyed some welcome leisure, and the rest of us went to bed earlier because television programmes were curtailed to save fuel. Shops could stay open their full hours but were only allowed their lights on for the equivalent of three days a week. I remember the eerie experience of buying some shoes in the January sales in Oxford Street, peering at them in the winter gloom by the light of a hurricane lamp.


On top of the difficulties with coal, there was the interruption in supplies and then the steep increase in price of oil, in the aftermath of yet another Middle East war. Petrol coupons had been issued but rationing was not in the event introduced. Speed limits were imposed to save fuel. People took longer getting places, but fewer of them were killed.


As I write this, in the autumn of 1975, there are those who would say that the doomwatching, as I and others dubbed it, was all too prescient. Disaster, they will tell you, is happening all round us, or indeed has happened already. Inflation is rampant, unemployment is high, the value of our currency is falling. And there is worse to come.


All the same, I think the atmosphere is less tense now than it was those twelve brief months ago. There is less talk of the total collapse of our society and its institutions; we hear less of the plans of retired generals to form private armies for the maintenance of public order, should it break down; members of the middle-class write fewer letters to The Times about their imminent demise.


Above all, we are not experiencing the shortages of 1974. Remember the great shortages? I remember them well, because on The Times Diary we felt an obligation to keep our readers abreast of the latest news of them. Lavatory paper, as I recall, was the first item to fall into short supply. I remember joining the throng round the paper goods shelf at Sainsbury’s in Stockwell, ready to elbow others aside and make a strategic grab as, at carefully timed intervals, the assistant would come and open a small box of rolls of the precious substance, never enough to satisfy all those waiting. The newspapers bore tales of people going abroad and returning with carton upon carton of the rolls.


The manufacturers responded in a way which was to become over-familiar later. The shortage was not, they insisted,  all their fault. Customers were buying far more of the stuff than they needed, and hoarding it. Only if they ceased such anti-social practices could the situation be stabilised.


The most serious shortage—and the one about which manufacturers were most insistent that it was all really our fault—was of sugar. Partly it was caused by forecasts, later well borne out, of an impending price increase, as the cost of the raw material rocketed on world markets. It was, in addition, the start of the jam-making season, when prudent housewives were in the habit of buying large quantities of sugar to go with the strawberries, oranges and plums.


The sugar crisis spawned imitators. If such a mundane item could become so scarce that housewives would try every subterfuge to get an extra packet or two, beyond the strict ration imposed by the shops, then was anything safe? Clearly not, for salt was the next commodity to disappear from the shelves. Manufacturers were this time even more hysterical in their assurances that a salt shortage could not truly be. Why, Britain was self-sufficient in salt, and there were adequate supplies to last several million years or so, even if we all suddenly doubled our consumption.


All the same, salt was hard to buy for a while. Legend had it that the shortage was caused by somebody misunderstanding an overheard conversation in a supermarket in Slough, and I fear that The Times Diary may have played a part in giving it wider currency. In July 1974 I sent a reporter to Clapham (I forgot why it was Clapham—probably because that was where she lived) to interview shoppers about how they were coping with the shortages. The Slough rumour was then just beginning to take hold, and my reporter faithfully recorded it, spreading it at a stroke among another several hundred thousand readers. She also mentioned the possibility of a cheese shortage, though that one never caught the public’s imagination and thus did not become serious.


But there were other genuine interruptions in supply and we recorded them meticulously. I was having lunch at a cheap café in the Gray’s Inn Road when a man from The Guardian  told me he was finding it hard to buy string. Sniffing a story, I checked with manufacturers and retailers and found that there was indeed a great string shortage, caused partly by an increase in the cost of the primary material, sisal. So I reported this, giving due credit to the man from The Guardian, but offending him dreadfully by suggesting that he and his colleagues needed string to keep their trousers up.


Later we were able to reveal to our by now rather punch-drunk readers that there was a shortage of broad-bean seed, caused by crop failures. (That phrase always reminds me of perhaps the most magnificent instance of bare-faced excuse-making I have come across. In a pub with rustic pretensions near Covent Garden, my wife ordered, from their long list of English cheeses, Derbyshire Green Sage. ‘Madam,’ said the barman, in a voice which implied that anyone with any sensibility would have known this already. ‘Madam, I am afraid the Derbyshire sage crop quite failed this year.’)


With the broad-bean shortage I am beginning to approach, be it ever so gingerly, the subject of this book. With each new scarcity of an everyday item, people’s confidence in the future supply of all commodities was being eroded. Thus it seemed a good idea to move as far as possible towards self-sufficiency. You could hardly grow your own sugar and salt, but there were things you could grow, if you had the space and assuming that the shortage of seed did not become too grave.


The move towards growing it yourself was not inspired purely by the fear that essential things were running out. Throughout the 1960’s there had been increasing in strength a back-to-nature movement, a rejection of the mechanisation and complexity of modern life in favour of a more basic way of living. Like many new trends, the movement seems to have started in California, a part of the world more exposed than most to the excesses of over-civilisation.


Organisations were formed to reject, among other things, modern methods of intensive farming. Artificial fertilisers and pest control sprays were, they said, not simply damaging to the environment but could also poison people. There was one widely-publicised case where a family in America had been killed or maimed through eating meat from animals which had been fed grain treated with mercury. Millions of fish were said to have died from the effects of DDT insecticide sprayed on crops. A fad began for food that was organically grown—that is using real manure rather than artificial fertiliser, and eschewing insecticides. Such food commanded premium prices in health food shops.


One of the largest and least faddish of organisations concerned with the environment is Friends of the Earth, and in July 1974 they, together with an organisation called Population Stabilisation, produced a report which gave impetus to the move towards self-sufficiency. The document was called Losing Ground and, according to a report on it in The Guardian, it warned that ‘people will be going hungry in Britain before the end of the century unless dramatic steps are taken within the next few years to step up domestic production of food, to limit the population and to develop agricultural systems that require less energy’.


Britain, it warned, is more vulnerable to world food shortages and rising prices than she is to increased oil prices. ‘From now onward,’ it said, ‘food will be the major factor in world affairs…. Food will become a political weapon for lack of which many nations, among them Britain, may find themselves defenceless.’ The population of Britain was twice that which could be supported by existing agricultural development. And because of the increasing cost of energy used in agriculture, the time had come for a shift towards more labour-intensive and smaller units. To ram the point home, the story in The Guardian was headlined: ‘Britain facing the Hungry Nineties’.


This was just one of many such alarming reports that appeared at about this time. What, then, could we do about it? One thing many city-dwellers began to think of was getting an allotment, so that they could grow more of their own vegetables than they had room for in their generally tiny gardens.


The discovery of the allotment by the middle-class is a recent phenomenon. The Oxford English Dictionary has no doubts about for whose benefit the amenity was created. It defines ‘allotment system’ as ‘the division of land into small plots to be held for cultivation by the poorer classes at a small rent’. It says the Bishop of Bath and Wells first created allotments in 1807. In 1845 the supplement to the Penny cyclopaedia of the Society for the Diffusion of Useful knowledge opined: ‘The allotment system, when limited to the giving a labourer a small plot of garden-ground, presents many advantages.’ Until the Second World War, allotments remained very much a working-class privilege. The war, and its concomitant urgings that we should all dig for victory, opened up the possibility of small-scale agriculture to a wider spread of the people.


The main authorities who have allotments to distribute, to the poor or to anyone else, are local councils. But by 1974, when I and thousands of other middle-class Londoners decided they wanted their own little plot, the demand by far outstripped the supply. The Times Diary had shown an interest in horticultural matters for some time, and a few people wrote to me asking how they could get an allotment.


The initial move which finally led to my having a patch of my own was, therefore, as much a journalistic exercise as a result of any burning desire on my part for extra vegetable-growing space. In my house in South Lambeth I have what is, by Central London standards, quite a large garden. When we first moved into it we devoted the half nearest the house to flowers and grew a fair quantity of vegetables in the back. But when our child arrived we decided to grass over the main vegetable patch to give him romping space. Vegetables were thus relegated to a few narrow borders, and a newly-cleared but still stony patch right at the back, where the garden shed used to stand. Apart from that, we used to grow tomatoes in pots on the steps leading to the garden from our lean-to annexe.


Although, therefore, we were not growing as many vegetables as we would have liked, the journalistic motive was, I think, paramount when I decided to go through the motions of trying to get an allotment. I reasoned that if my readers had been unsuccessful in their quest there was no reason why I should be any luckier, but that an account of my adventures while making the attempt might make an engrossing story. I had, it turned out, reckoned without my own and my wife’s perseverance.


The portents were bad. In June 1974 an article in The Times reported that, 18 months earlier, the number of people on waiting lists for allotments was 27,000, compared with only 5,000 five years before that. By the end of 1973, it was estimated, the list had swollen to between 40,000 and 50,000. Moreover, supply went down as demand went up. In 1973 there were only 450,000 allotments under cultivation, compared with 1,300,000 in 1945, at the end of the Second World War. And the number was dwindling all the time, as allotment land was claimed for development or for landscaping into parks. In Greater London alone, the waiting list contained 4,524 people. So what chance was there for me, the 4,525th? I resolved at least to find out.


The obvious people to approach first were Lambeth Borough Council. Local authorities, I had heard, once had some kind of statutory obligation to provide allotments to all ratepayers who ask them, although in inner city areas this is patently incapable of fulfilment. Anyway, Lambeth felt they had no obligation to me, and I received very short shrift indeed when I telephoned the Parks Department, whose responsibility it was. A harassed woman, obviously used to fobbing off middle-class would-be horticulturists such as myself, snapped that the waiting list was now up to 150 and had been closed. Allotments were becoming available at a snail’s pace, and the list would take five years or so to clear.


I am fairly easily discouraged and let my plan lay fallow for a while. For a short time my rustic instincts were satisfied by making wine from a kit I had been given for my birthday. That was discouraging too—fiddly and messy, and I could never get the syphoning to work properly. My disillusion over that coincided with another spur to seek an allotment.


Among the mounds of paper that tumble on to my desk every day is the official record of questions and answers from the Greater London Council. I do not always have time to give these the attention they no doubt deserve, but one quiet day I was desultorily riffling through them when I saw one to do with allotments. The Chairman of the Housing Management Committee was asked how many allotments were mananaged directly by the GLC, as opposed to smaller local authorities. The answer was 1,312. So I decided to see if I could get my hands on, or my spade into, one of those.


To be precise, I put my wife, Olga, on to the hunt. The GLC, I knew, was a multi-layered organisation which would take more time to penetrate than I could easily afford. Olga had not yet resumed working after the production of child, and had slightly more time at her disposal than I at mine. Her chase round the GLC’s bureaucracy proved even more hair-raising than I had anticipated.


Initial inquiries at County Hall led to her being referred to the Valuation and Estates Department at Ealing. A man there said yes, he did have some allotments under his control, three to be exact. ‘You mean three groups of allotments?’ she asked. ‘Oh no,’ he replied. ‘Just three single allotments—one in Greenwich, one in Bexley and one in Lewisham. They’re all taken. Sorry I can’t help.’


‘But what shall I do?’ she entreated, throwing herself on his mercy. ‘Oh, er, give the Housing Department a try,’ he said, and quickly rang off.


The Housing Department suggested ringing the Kennington Area Office, who sounded a bit horrified and suggested ringing the Southern District Office at Walworth. That did not sound too promising: Walworth is the area by the Elephant and Castle, and I have never seen any allotments there, just constant heavy and polluting traffic. Walworth, predictably, could not help and suggested ringing the Clapham Park Area office, which at least sounded a bit more rustic. 


Our hopes rose when we found the Clapham Park Office almost impossible to contact, since their phone was constantly engaged. In my long experience as a journalist of trying to prise information from bureaucrats, I have found that the ones I can make contact with easily seldom have anything interesting to tell me. Busy telephones indicate that the office concerned is doing real work and might therefore have something to contribute to my enquiries.


It took three days to make contact with the Clapham Park area office, whose main business, it transpired, was not doling out allotments to the middle classes but providing homes for the needy. That was why it was so busy. Still, the woman there was helpful, even if she had nothing firm to offer. There were allotments in her area, she said, and some were vacant. But none was being let at present, because they were collecting them all up as their owners died or lost interest and, when they had a full set, they planned to make them into a landscape garden for the benefit of all—pleasing to the eye rather than to the stomach.


That, then, seemed to be that, but by now the fever was on me and I would not so easily be deterred. On humanitarian grounds I relieved my wife, whose dialling finger was giving her trouble, and resumed the quest myself. I decided, for the first and almost the last time during the whole saga, to exploit my rank. Not long previously Lord Longford, at a publisher’s cocktail party, had introduced me to someone as the most influential journalist in Europe, and I like to think he was only partly joking. Let me therefore, I thought, wield some of this great influence selfishly. So I telephoned the GLC press office, who get quite good mileage out of The Times Diary in terms of coverage of their jolly events in parks and the like. The man listened sympathetically and said he would see what he could do.


What be did was to put me in touch with the official in charge of all the GLC’s allotments—the man who had drafted the answer to the County Hall question which had first put me on the trail. I felt it would be unfair to him to reveal his name in the account of my adventures I wrote in the Diary, since the poor man would be overwhelmed by inquiries. For the same reason I shall not give his name here.


Having perhaps been briefed by his press people as to my great importance, he too was sympathetic, indeed moderately encouraging. I must know, he said, if I read my papers, that the situation was difficult, but there were perhaps slight possibilities in Tulse Hill—a place in the news at that time as the scene of a gang fight between black and white youths. It was clearly not the ideal venue, but by that time I would have taken anything which I could get to in about ten minutes by car.


By now this had all been going on for so long that I had learned to be patient. I have, as a reporter, travelled in the Indian sub-continent and in Africa and I have learned that, once you initiate an inquiry with a bureaucracy, it will more often than not be answered, but in the bureaucracy’s own time. It is no use trying to hurry things along. If you try you will simply prejudice your chances of a favourable response, and will not make things happen substantially faster.


It was a week before I had further news. This time I had a call not from the allotment supremo himself, who had possibly spent the time checking on my standing and found it less exalted than Lord Longford believed. One of his aides phoned and said sorry, but Tulse Hill was out. The trouble, he explained, was that the GLC had few plots in inner London, due to an accident of history. Most of its allotments were created in the period between the wars, as part of the estates built a little way out of the city centre—at places like Morden and Roehampton. Under the influence of the Garden City movement, these had quite a bit of greenery and open ground built into them. On the other hand, most of the inner London estates were built in slum clearance programmes after the Second World War, when space was at a premium and interest in allotments fading. Thus Tulse Hill was in great demand. He could, though, offer me a little something in Roehampton. 


Roehampton? It says much for the passion which by now gripped me that for a moment I did consider accepting the offer. Then good sense took hold. Roehampton is a half-hour’s drive from where I live. Apart from the trouble and expense of motoring there every time I wanted a fresh radish, the distance would be a great deterrent to doing any work on the plot. So I said thanks, but no. Did he have any other suggestions? ‘You could try British Rail,’ he said. ‘They have a few.’


This opened a whole new avenue of inquiry. It took surprisingly little time to track down the man at British Rail who dealt with allotments, and at first he was quite encouraging. ‘We do have a few at Wandsworth, but I don’t know if they’re letting any out any more. They may want to do something with the land. But I could look into it for you. You do work for British Rail, do you?’


I had to confess I did not, and he said sorry, but in that case he did not think he could help. Mainly they just let them to railwaymen. It was a perk of the job, and it made it easier to turn them off if they wanted the land for something else. (There was a more macabre explanation for this in an article in The Times in January 1975. This said that, though British Rail once had 75,000 allotments, by the end of the 1960’s this had dwindled to 26,000. ‘British Rail attributes this not to conscious policy but simply to the closure of branch lines and the post-Beeching era and to the electrification of much of their track, which has meant that the plots can now only be let to railway employees, on safety grounds.’ Are railwaymen less prone to electrocution than the rest of us?)


I thought that by then I had exhausted all the possibilities, and I was preparing myself to admit defeat and give up the struggle. Then a colleague said he had heard that the Metropolitan Water Board (then turning themselves into the Thames Water Authority) owned some allotments. I made a call to them. Yes, they said, they did have some allotments in South London, and the nearest to me would be in Brixton. Indeed, there might be vacancies there soon.


‘Six months?’ I hazarded. 


‘Sooner than that,’ said the woman. ‘Give me your name and address and we’ll be in touch.’


Now this, I felt, really was progress. None of the other authorities had taken my name and address. I felt sufficiently encouraged to write about my quest for an allotment in the Diary. The article appeared on June 6, 1974, and I wrote the headline for it: ‘Only trying to get my share’.


It ended with the jokey question: ‘I wonder what will grow in Brixton?’ Even then I was a long way from convinced that I would ever be in a position to discover the answer.
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Chapter 2


First the Farmer …







First the farmer sows his seed,


Then he stands and takes his ease,


Stamps his feet and claps his hands 


And turns around to view his lands.


(Children’s song)























First the Farmer …





Six months came and went, with no word from the Water Authority. My mind was on other things and I did not worry greatly about it. Certainly I had no thought of jogging anyone’s memory. My allotment search had made one interesting Diary item, and as time passed I grew less certain that I really wanted to go through with it. Life, after all, was busy enough as it was. A Diary editor has many weighty responsibilities. He has to attend cocktail parties, lunches and dinners, getting himself overfed and over-watered at the expense of people who hope, often vainly, that once he has left the trough, he may be moved to write about those who have provided the fodder. He has to have time to read books which he will later help the publisher sell by interviewing their author. (Nothing is more pathetic in an interviewer than to preface his interview with: ‘I’m afraid I haven’t had time to read the book, but I did read the blurb, and the first and last chapter.’)


There did not, therefore, seem much spare time in my life. Then, one day at the end of March, I received a letter from the Thames Water Authority. ‘Allotments—Brixton Works’ it was headed. I had inquired, it recalled, about a year previously, about the possibility of renting an allotment at the above-named site. My name had been added to the waiting list. ‘I am now in a position’, it concluded, ‘to offer you a tenancy and would be obliged if you would let me know, by return, whether you still wish to rent an allotment at this site.’


By return. That did not leave much time for resolving any doubts. There were strong arguments against taking on what could be an onerous commitment. Would I really be able to do the large amount of work which would certainly be involved? Did I really want to?


In the end, my decision was again based on journalistic as much as on horticultural criteria. It is an axiom of journalism that readers have short memories but, especially among readers of The Times, there are some who store information for an unusually long time. I receive letters beginning: ‘Four years ago you wrote …’ There would almost certainly be one or two who would have recalled the article I wrote in June 1974 about my allotment quest, and who would in due course ask me what became of it.


What was I to tell them? What a shocking show of weakness to have to say yes, I was offered a plot, but I decided in the end that I did not have the energy to take it up? It is part of the mock heroism of journalism that a reporter sticks with his story until the bitter end, however perilous or inconvenient. Surely my professional vanity would not let me chicken out now?


It would not. On March 24 I wrote back to the authority saying that not only was I still in the market for an allotment but that ‘I should very much like to take up the offer and I look forward to hearing from you what formalities need to be completed.’


Although I like to think I share my most intimate thoughts with my readers, I did not immediately tell them about the impending happy event, at least not in detail. I was a bit superstitious about revealing all before the contracts were safely signed and the first sod dug. Large public authorities are, I have found, suspicious of all kinds of publicity and I feared that someone senior at the Water Authority might, for quixotic reasons, object to having one of their allotments exposed to the possibility of being written about with some regularity. He might try to prevent my takeover being consummated.
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