
   [image: cover]


   
      
         
              

         

         ‘A garden, no matter how good it is, must never completely satisfy.’ – Jamaica Kincaid
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            The Gardening Eye

            PENELOPE LIVELY

         

         The urge – the compulsion – to garden is genetic, so far as I am concerned, and runs down the female line. My grandmother was a skilled gardener and created a large garden in West Somerset, its landscaping and content much influenced by William Robinson and Gertrude Jekyll. My mother, her daughter, made an English garden in Egypt, complete with topiary, lily pond with weeping willow, a pergola walk. I have gardened more humbly but with equal enthusiasm, and my own daughter made herself long ago more knowledgeable than any of us by acquiring Royal Horticultural Society qualifications. And now one of her daughters is showing significant interest in her window box.

         4I grew up in that garden in Egypt – literally, because much of life was lived out of doors in the North African climate. I communed with a eucalyptus tree, sat reading in a lantana bush hideaway, swung from the aerial roots of the banyan. The structure of that garden, its sights and sounds, are sunk deep into my psyche and have a lot to do with my own life in the garden, I am sure. This began way back when I was first married, and we found ourselves the proud possessors of a small suburban back garden. Neither my husband nor I had ever laid hands on spade or trowel before; we were in blissful ignorance of what to do, but we set to and cleared out a bed in which to plant the little bright green rosettes of some plant we saw coming up all over the place. My grandmother visited, and eyed our creation with amazement: ‘Why on earth have you planted out all that willowherb?’

         Well, that’s how you learn, and learn we did, over time. Our gardens got progressively larger as we moved from one place to another, and ended up with an Oxfordshire garden that had two streams running through it and a vegetable area that had been a farmyard for four hundred years – the soil was so rich that we grew vegetables in industrial quantities. But for both my husband and myself gardening was the treasured subsidiary occupation that we got to when we had spare moments; if I had my time again I would do 5as my daughter did and get some horticultural qualifications, do some professional learning and be more knowledgeable.

         We made plenty of mistakes. Not that that is a disaster. In gardening, like anything else, you learn your own taste, you discover what you like and do not like, by way of trial and error. We learned that we liked profusion, variety, clematis climbing up old apple trees, snowdrops and leucojums, roses, roses all the way … And much, much else. It occurs to me that discovery of gardening taste has a parallel with discovery of reading taste: as you read, growing up, in adult life, you discover the sort of writing you want, and as you garden you find the plants you want, the way you want them to look, the image of the garden you are trying to create. I have moved from garden to garden, the two streams and the prolific vegetable growing are decades ago now, and I have ended up with a small paved London back garden. Which means that a new garden taste has to be identified and developed. No daisy-sprinkled lawns, no yew hedges – I am a pot specialist now. Fuchsias, heuchera, hostas, plenty of geraniums in the summer, tulips and various narcissi in the spring. Hydrangeas – I have become adept at finding which hydrangeas will do nicely in a large pot. And with limited bed space roses have to be very carefully chosen – two David Austin climbers up the wall, low-growing 6ground-cover roses at their feet. Snowdrops and grape hyacinths and ‘Tête-à-Tête’ daffodils in front, and a select corner for hellebores. The climbing hydrangea up the back wall, and Hydrangea paniculata ‘Limelight’ tucked into the corner bed. And anything that takes my fancy in pots that can be moved around, so that the garden changes week by week, month by month. The smallest of gardens can be made to perform, to mutate from season to season. I miss the long-gone days of digging a trench for the potatoes, pruning a bed of roses, dividing the irises, but there is immense satisfaction in the intimacy of a restricted area, where no space can be wasted, everything has to be considered, cherished, made to do its best.

         
             

         

         Most of us garden according to the dictates of the day. Garden fashion. It was ever thus. There are always gardening pundits, those whose expertise and talent will inspire everyone else. In the early part of the twentieth century William Robinson and Gertrude Jekyll swept aside the Victorian passion for carpet bedding – thousands of annuals laid out in colour formation and patterns – and showed how to garden with the emphasis on structure and harmony, a natural look achieved in fact with subtle emphasis. Robinson showed how to plant drifts of narcissi and other spring 7bulbs in sweeps of grass. Jekyll favoured silvers and blues in her carefully constructed borders, Erigeron karvinskianus tumbling from high stone walls, marrying planting with landscaping when she teamed up with Edwin Lutyens: rill gardens – a canal lined with irises, sunken paved rose gardens with curved stone seats. We still tend to garden according to Jekyll, but the later part of the century brought other pundits, other tastes. And, crucially, the influence of television gardening programmes, which have had the nation rushing to create a water feature, install wall-to-wall decking, try to tuck a meadow into the sparse territory of a suburban semi. And garden centres. I have to admit here that I am a pushover where garden centres are concerned, unable to resist some choice new offering, loading the trolley with yet another grass, fern, or tempting plant I haven’t had before. I am more phlegmatic where the television programmes are concerned, appreciative often, but also irritated occasionally by presenter style, fashion decrees that you know will at once influence what the garden centres will stock. That said, now that I can no longer do much, if any, garden visiting of my own I do often relish that window into delights that I shall never see.

         Time was, the time of the garden with two streams, we were part of the Yellow Book garden openings – people whose gardens are open to visitors under the 8National Garden Scheme. We only just scraped in, I think – the Garden Scheme inspectors are steely-eyed and have high standards – but on one Sunday every summer many interested and beautifully behaved people would cruise through the garden, and by the end of the day we’d have contributed to the large sums of money that the scheme raises for charity. We did a great deal of Yellow Book garden visiting ourselves. There is no better way to discover how other people garden, to get ideas, admire, fail to admire. I can remember some revelations: the National Collection of corokias in a north London garden, an amazing assembly of auriculas in someone’s tiny backyard.

         The corokias interested me particularly because I have one myself – and my respects here to any reader who knows what a corokia is. They are shrubs or small trees, a species native to New Zealand, and attractive for their twisting grey stems and light foliage – mine has been living in a large pot in the middle of the London back garden for nearly thirty years, and I like it for its see-through quality, and, now, its longevity. It gives height in the centre, but does not block the view of the Japanese tassel ferns in two white pots at the back of the garden. Most gardeners become selective in their plant interests. You can’t like everything – indeed most of us acquire strong dislikes – and most of us have favourites. I remember my grandmother saying 9thoughtfully that if she ever ended up with what she called ‘a pocket handkerchief garden’ (comparing our suburban semi to her Somerset acreage) she would grow just one thing, to perfection. ‘Probably irises,’ she reflected. And I can see her point – it is that of a professionally minded gardener.

         I am addicted to fuchsias, violas, hydrangeas, Erigeron karvinskianus and so on. It is no good lusting much after roses in a small back garden, so the choice has to be frugal. I realise that I don’t much miss grass, a lawn. A passion for grass cutting and possession of a stable of lawnmowers is an entirely male condition, in my view. I miss trees. The garden with two streams had two lovely silver birches. And a quince – I am nostalgic for the smell of a bowl of ripe quinces on the kitchen table. And another Oxfordshire garden had a Quercus ilex, the holm oak, a Mediterranean tree that has bravely established itself here, with a Robinia pseudoacacia, or false acacia, next to it, another non-native, from North America this time. The dark shiny leaves of the holm oak contrasted nicely with the light, golden-green foliage of the robinia, and I rather liked the immigrant status of both trees.

         
             

         

         I live today on a garden square, and relish it for its trees – some rare surviving elms, a chestnut, a laburnum, 10lilacs, flowering cherries. London is rich in garden squares; some are those snobby ones open only to residents of the square, but mine is council property, open to all. This means of course that it is open also to abuse – we have the occasional spell of drug dealing, or illicit barbecue parties – but on the whole the space is respected, and most frequented by mothers with small children, the elderly enjoying a sit in the sun on a bench. During the coronavirus lockdown, I exercised there every day, walking circuits of the garden’s outer path, and always noting the birdlife: blackbirds, of course, great and blue tits, dunnocks, a pied wagtail one day, a jay on another, the rapacious pigeons, crows, magpies. The garden is home to many (a rough sleeper, indeed, for a while, tucked under a hedge in a sleeping bag until the park warden paid a rare visit and chivvied him out), a precious space in the city, a kind of oasis of green and growth amid the tarmac and brick, roads, buildings, urban conglomeration.

         Public gardens, parks, are essential lungs, a breathing space for everyone. Not everyone can have a garden, some people don’t want a garden, but everyone needs a park at one time or another. London is rich in parks, both large and small – it is always a pleasure to look at the map and see it splodged with green here, there and everywhere. And trees … So many tree-lined streets. One has to admire in particular the London 11plane, Platanus x acerifolia, so robust that it seems able to endure any amount of urban pollution, and handsome too with its fine trunk and sprays of black seed pods in winter. There are some inner-city squares with planes a hundred years old and more, weathering two world wars and decades of seismic social change, presiding over it all, resilient and impervious.

         If you are a gardener, you have an extra eye – the gardening eye. You always notice what is growing when out and about. These days, in my old-age London days, I notice window boxes – someone who has bothered with an effective summer combination of white petunias, trailing bacopa, blue lobelia, another person’s winter display of pink cyclamen. Central London in summer is resplendent with what I think of as the professional window box, those supplied by companies, a riot of begonias, geraniums and everything else – all very fine, but I prefer those that are more homely and personal, that someone has thought about and chosen. My gardening eye always takes note too of basements – those spaces below the pavement that someone, usually a basement-flat dweller, has laid hands on and filled up with a collection of cacti, a resplendent flowering jasmine, a bamboo, a fatsia, a stack of potted geraniums. London’s acreage of early nineteenth-century terrace houses provide a wealth of basement space – look down, as you walk, and you will find the subterranean gardens.

         12In my country days, the gardening eye was differently focused, and was looking beyond gardens, into the landscape, at what grows anyway, ungardened, unkempt. Wild growth – the cow parsley, red campion, primroses, meadowsweet, bush vetch, toadflax, scabious, scarlet pimpernel, yarrow, herb-Robert, everything that springs up everywhere unbidden and untended. Weeds, when they decide to invade the garden. But many of them, if rare and requiring cultivation, would be sought-after items in garden centres – we would be loading up our trolleys with cow parsley and toadflax. I have always needed to know the name of whatever it is I am looking at out there, my ancient copy of Keble Martin (The Concise British Flora in Colour) is annotated on page after page, what was found where and when.

         The gardening eye, the eye that notices what grows – you either have it or you don’t. If you don’t, you perhaps have an eye for other things that we gardeners are missing. But gardeners are a community, a huge community with many sects, from those like me today with just a small patch at the back of the house, to those with rolling acres, and those who do it professionally – designing gardens, telling the rest of us how to do it – or simply growing the very best hostas or clematis or roses or primulas or peonies. Once a gardener, you find yourself offered a whole new dimension of 13experience, and an insight into the world of things that grow. You not only want to have a go at it yourself, whether you have a window box, a few square yards of basement space, or one of the substantial suburban gardens up and down the land, but you also now have a permanent interest and curiosity – you want to see more, know more. You will become a garden visitor, grace of the Yellow Book, the National Trust, the Royal Horticultural Society; you will learn from, or quarrel with, the television gardening pundits; and, most of all, you will be forever needing to find out what that unfamiliar plant is called. Where did it come from? Do I want to grow it? 14
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            Coming of Age

            NIGEL SLATER

         

         I could barely wait to dig up the lawn. Getting rid of the rectangle of mown grass that passed for a garden was almost the first thing I did when I moved into my new home on a bitterly cold New Year’s Day, 20 years ago. An act of vandalism to some, but to me the patch of brown earth, chips of broken china and old, soil-filled medicine bottles it left behind was just the blank canvas I needed.

         The wielding of the spade must have been symbolic, because I did nothing more outside for months. I wanted to create a place to think. A green space in which to clear my head in between recipes, or to untangle a knotted sentence. A lawn has its uses as a safe place for children to play, somewhere to kick 16a ball around or to sunbathe, but it wasn’t the right garden for me. I don’t find inspiration or peace in a neatly edged rectangle of grass. All I see is a wasted opportunity. I wanted a garden where my imagination could run, where I could make a home for bees, birds and butterflies and where I could escape to when the house was full of people. A place that would act as both inspiration and sanctuary.

         It was then that Monty Don, at the time the Observer’s gardening correspondent, came to lunch. Over deep bowls of pumpkin soup and homemade oat bread Monty hatched a plan, drawn in black pen on the back of an envelope. It was a plan that opened my eyes to the possibilities even the smallest urban space held. Monty’s drawing couldn’t have been further removed from a lawn – and I implemented it to the letter.

         That brave new garden, with its smart box-edged vegetable beds, rows of peas and beetroot, hazel wigwams of beans and assortment of berry bushes, brought with it a decade of unimaginable joy. Heritage carrots were munched within minutes of being pulled from the soil; hedges that framed rows of cabbages and kale were clipped into soldierly neatness and purple-podded beans wound their way up cane frames. The garden went on to inspire two books (Tender: Volumes I and II), and a television series, and instilled an everlasting connection between growing, cooking and eating.

         17And then the new neighbours moved in.

         At first I welcomed the fresh arrivals to the terrace, with their cute red-haired kids, and even tolerated their occasional antisocial behaviour. But then we fell out. I cannot exaggerate the amount of damage a large family of foxes can do to an urban garden if they are so minded. Every morning I woke to a new scene of devastation: rows of parsnips dug up and abandoned, lupins sat upon and pristine hedges crushed where they had been used as trampolines by the cute little cubs. Oh the delight of finding the contents of your neighbours’ bin bags scattered over your pumpkin patch, not to mention pizza boxes, nappies and endless half-chewed trainers. I once found someone’s old pants in the rhubarb and a spooky, dismembered doll in the fennel. And don’t even start me on the subject of fox poo.

         Each year the damage got worse, and every early-morning discovery of flattened tomato seedlings and abandoned takeaways was more heartbreaking than the last. To add to the fun, a plague of box blight (Cylindrocladium buxicola) arrived to denude my precious hedges of their leaves, thus destroying the backbone of the garden. What had been a place of inspiration and delight was now one of frustration and heartache.

         It was then that I met the garden designer and writer Dan Pearson, who wielded his magic over the 18long section beyond the vegetable garden, turning what had previously been a wilderness into a magical space of delicate and thoughtful planting.

         I inserted yew hedges to turn the long, thin patch from one garden into three very separate but homogeneous spaces. In came white Cornus kousa and quivering yellow epimediums; white hydrangeas were underplanted with woodruff; climbing roses tumbled among orange blossom. This meant you walked from the vegetable beds through a yew hedge into a fragrant, almost woodland space. The foxes departed for pastures new and, once again, the veg-growing started in earnest. I had my inspiration, my retreat and sanctuary.

         It was then that a relatively new invasion came to visit. Cydalima perspectalis, the box tree moth, had arrived. In the space of a fortnight, the little horrors chomped their way through hundreds, no thousands of pounds’ worth of topiary. Finding this one setback too many – and, I suppose, listening to reason – I realised that the vegetable garden in its present form had to go.

         One afternoon in late spring I asked Katie, who has helped me in the garden for years, to rip up the denuded hedges. Those long lines of crisp-edged Buxus were reduced to a skipload of powdery grey twigs. It felt like a bereavement. The day they went I almost cried. Not for the first time, I was left with a blank canvas.

         19I learned quite quickly that every disaster in the garden is an opportunity in disguise. Dan’s garden, as we call the woodland-inspired middle garden to this day, continued to establish itself, and left me free to rethink the space that housed the old veg beds. I had always worried that the space was too tightly packed. There was no place to eat or even to sit. It was a garden you walked through rather than lingered in. Putting pen to paper once again, I knew immediately I needed a table at which to eat and work. Somewhere for the neighbours’ cats to curl up and sleep without crushing a courgette, and where you could just sit and breathe. There must also be space for my three great garden loves: topiary (though obviously not of box), ferns and climbing roses.

         And so the garden moved into its third and probably final phase. The old vegetable beds took on a new role as a place to eat, surrounded on both sides with borders thick with ferns, waving white Japanese anemones and clipped topiary. The kitchen walls would now spend their summers shrouded in white wisteria and climbing roses. In summer the back of my house could relax into a tangle of carnival-coloured dahlias and trailing jasmine. There would be room for dahlias and dinner.

         Of late, the garden has settled into a gentle rhythm. Once a year, on a dry spring day shortly after the 20Chelsea Flower Show, everything gets a serious trim – the ‘Chelsea chop’ as it is known. Hedges are clipped, topiary is shaped and overhanging branches of the fig and medlar tree are pruned. A tidy-up that might appeal to the sort of gardener who power-washes their flagstones and scrubs the moss from their pots but, to me, it feels as if a much-loved and elegantly ageing friend has gone in for a round of cosmetic surgery. Not unrecognisable, but slightly cold and distant and, to my mind, a little dishonest. For a couple of weeks a year the garden doesn’t quite feel like mine.

         As autumn approaches, your way along the neat gravel paths of old is now delightfully hampered by drooping branches and heart-shaped yellow and purple leaves that brush against you as you pass. You push your way through collapsed magenta and orange dahlias and try not to slip on the figs that lie splattered over the terrace. You have to beat a path to get from one end to the other and the three distinct spaces relax into one.

         I would like to say that the garden I have now will probably be my last. Twenty years on from digging up the lawn, I have a space that is more inspirational and restful than I could have ever imagined. I feel the garden has come of age.

         Yet the space still refuses to stand still. Even now there are changes afoot. This year I reintroduced 21the vegetables and sweet peas that I missed so much. Tomatoes and calendulas now grow in huge terracotta pots on the kitchen steps and there is an entire table of culinary herbs. There are tubs of marigolds and stands of bronze fennel. Next year there may be more. The garden will never be ‘finished’. I have no idea of what will happen next. All I know is that there won’t ever be a lawn.
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‘A garden, no matter how good it is,
must never completely satisfy.”





