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MARY KEEN is an internationally known designer who has worked alone on gardens in France, Corfu, America and England as well as in partnership with Philip Morrison for many high-profile clients in England. She has created several gardens for Lord Rothschild, and also designed the gardens around the new opera house at Glyndebourne. She has lectured in New York, Chicago, Seattle, Vancouver, South Africa and England. For twenty years, she was a member of the National Trust Garden panel which advises on the care of historic gardens.
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Charlie and I were married for fifty-nine years.


He gave me a life that I never dreamed was possible. Both gregarious and self-sufficient, he had the rare gift of contentment. His presence has guided my life and my writing.


This book is dedicated to him.


 


Herb Paris
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A few hours looking at the way light comes through an iris leaf or breathing the scent of wallflowers on a warm morning creates a hole in time: a place we might return to when everything else has fallen apart.


Ben Dark
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Introduction


‘What’s your favourite garden?’ people ask. And when I answer, ‘Mine, of course,’ they look surprised, because six years ago we downsized from a much larger garden, which was regularly open to groups from all over the world, to a plot roughly the size of two tennis courts, end on end. Although I have worked on plenty of large places for high-profile people, work at home is what I have always most enjoyed. ‘#LoveMyJob’ is a regular designer boast on Instagram. I do love my job, which has been stimulating, exasperating, rewarding and exhausting by turns, but even the best client and a design scheme that pans out perfectly can collapse if there is no one left to watch over the plants as they grow.


However good they are, designers and photographers can struggle to conjure one of those heart-stopping places where the lives of plants and people seem interwoven. Because it’s only the constant observation, the hands in the earth work, which creates a place to be rather than just somewhere for show. My eldest daughter, Laura, says that the Greek word for gardener means ‘garden watcher’. It’s the daily watchfulness, the constant commitment, that creates a garden. The late John Sales of the National Trust used to say that a garden is forty per cent design and sixty per cent maintenance, but designers still get more coverage than maintainers. So, this diary sets down something of what it is like to be a lifelong gardener.


It begins at the lowest ebb of the gardener’s year, when leaves are falling and flowers are retreating. Time slows down in November, but the way time changes is all part of gardening. It can slow to a standstill as you stop to stare at a flower, or speed to a flash of the past, all while the seasons just go on turning in their same comfortable way. I wanted that timelessness to be a part of this book as well as a celebration of the ordinary, the ephemeral and the useful. So, the diary is a patchwork of thoughts and tasks and life, from past and present. It’s not about celebrity or display but about the community of those who grow. There is a little about where I live and a lot about what I do, about what I have learned and am still learning about plants. Alice, my third daughter, another classicist, tells me that oikos is the Greek for ‘home’, and logy means ‘written expression’, which adds up to ‘ecology’. Ecology begins at home.


Home is a village at the unfashionable end of the Cotswolds, with a faintly fifties feel. On our first visit, a man who might have been an extra from an Agatha Christie film was bicycling down the high street in a straw hat. People greet each other as they pass and there is always much stopping and chatting outside the shop. The area within a ten-mile radius has attracted several gardening friends. Dan, Hannah and Catherine are designers; Derry runs a brilliant nursery, as do Rob and Gussy; Jo and Alison are new wave eco missionaries who teach others regenerative gardening; Jonny is a peripatetic gardener and writer; and my three daughters, Laura, Ellie and Alice, also local, are all gardeners who have, in hard times, been employed as gardeners. Even my actor son William has worked as a gardener in periods of ‘resting’. Instagrammers from the wider world are another source of inspiration and advice. Tom, Sarah, Arthur, Fergus, Julian, Isabel and Tania are friends and horticultural stars whose names will be familiar to committed plant nuts. Pip Morrison was my working partner over a period of twenty years and remains a good friend. We exchange information with each other and with other hands-on growers who are similarly obsessed. Most days I learn something new about plants.










NOVEMBER


Mistletoe
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Today, Juliet, a Sussex friend, posts a picture on her Instagram of a road which is now a river, but at home the sun is shining and the sky is blue. November, and so far we have had no frosts. Most nights I have not bothered to shut the greenhouse, but the garden dwindles, shrinking at the prospect of winter. Spots of colour still flash from salvias: ‘Cerro Potosi’ is shocking pink, and there are a few brightest-blue hooded flowers on the giant form of Salvia patens. Dahlias ‘Winston Churchill’ and ‘Karma Fuchsiana’ carry on being outrageously bright. In the courtyard, drooping sprays of salvia ‘Phyllis’ Fancy’ attract hummingbird moths and the climbing fuchsia ‘Lady Boothby’ flowers and flowers, so suddenly I want to know who Lady Boothby was. Was she a gardener? She is hard to find. The spook in my iPad thinks I am only interested in flowers, so it serves up pictures, shopping opportunities and advice about growing fuchsia ‘Lady Boothby’, but nothing about the Lady herself. I try Lord Boothby, whose life was as colourful as the gaudiest fuchsia. Maybe his second wife, Wanda Sanna, who was Italian and half his age, was a gardener? In a painting of her in the National Portrait Gallery she is looking glamorous and a bit anxious, perhaps because her husband is said to have been a friend of gangsters and a famous philanderer. Now I wonder if I like my fuchsia less.


The provenance of flowers is a part of why we grow them. Gardeners love flowers which remind them of friends or family or holidays. I tolerate the silver-leafed weeping pear which we inherited here, although it was a cliché of mid-twentieth-century gardens, along with purple leaves and ground cover plants. Fashions change; shrubs with coloured or variegated leaves were popular in the fifties and sixties, and were then rejected. Recently, there has been a shift to shrubs again.


My mother-in-law, Catherine, who encouraged me to garden, was an inspired hands-on artist gardener who planted with her Slade-trained eye. Ribena-coloured ‘Rosemary Rose’ and acid-green Alchemilla mollis was a daring combination at a time when most others were choosing pastel shades. But there was a silver-leafed pear in Catherine’s garden. In the sixties, silver foliage was made fashionable by Mrs Underwood, owner of a nursery dedicated to growing only plants with silver leaves. I can just remember her at Chelsea shows, where she was gracious and condescending to a young gardener like me. But in the biography of Mrs Underwood, written by Catherine Horwood, she sounds more frightening than in my memory. Tall with a booming voice and usually a cigarette dangling from her lips, Mrs Underwood has been described as ‘a woman of high standards and great courage’, a euphemism for being rather terrifying in an English country lady sort of way.


There was plenty of silver in the Oxfordshire garden of my in-laws, but very few pastel shades, apart from a six-foot pink floribunda ‘Queen Elizabeth’ rose (a plant that’s fallen out of fashion now). Their garden was never what my friend Margaret would refer to as ‘quiet good taste’. Quiet good taste dominated provincial life, even after the sixties changed the way young people like us lived in the cities. We were away from the bright lights, dressing sensibly, raising children in the Midlands. Sometimes we escaped to see what our contemporaries were doing. ‘Have you solved the awful dichotomy?’ one woman asked. What she meant was, how did I manage with nothing but home and children to occupy me? At the time I did not have an answer. It was lonely being away from friends with only two tiny girls for company, but Catherine saw that I needed something to occupy my spare time, which would fit with looking after small children, so she began to teach me about flowers. Pruning roses in the garden of a rented house while eight months pregnant was not what got me hooked. In those days you had to bend to cut to an outward facing bud in the icy days of March. Pruning is much more flexible now, and can even be done with shears or a hedge trimmer pretty well whenever you feel like it. Sometimes I listen to archive editions of Gardeners’ Question Time and am surprised by how much methods and taste have changed in the last fifty years.


When we moved to our own house and I could choose what to grow, I began to see the point of gardening. ‘Very Tennysonian, darling,’ Catherine says of the house we have bought in Lincolnshire, but she tells me about old roses being more beautiful than hybrid teas. I read Scott’s catalogue in the bath, which is almost a book: a slim volume with line drawings by Robin Tanner, and masses of facts about plants. I plant ‘Nuits de Young’ and ‘Tuscany’ and Rosa gallica ‘Versicolor’ under the arched windows, and we hardly mow the lawn because it has daisies all over it and the little girls run through the flowers wearing dresses with roses painted round the hems. Then we lie on the grass and make daisy chains which somebody always breaks, but you can mend them if you make a longer slit to put the flower through. The daisy stalks have a sour taste, but the petals are sweeter. I chew the grass stems, which are sweetest of all at the base, but I don’t let the children do that.


Then, years later, in another house where we lived in our twenties, when my baby son cries across the landing, I leave our bed to feed him. After he falls asleep, I begin to go back to bed but the sky outside the landing window brightens as I stand there looking at the river and listening to the early dawn birdsong. It is tempting to go outside for a bit, because soon the baby will wake, and the garden may never look so beckoning again. In wellingtons and a nightie with a coat on top, I pull goose grass out of the peony leaves and think of Miss Archer Houblon who made this garden. She planted wild yellow tulips in the gravel and shuttlecock ferns on the banks of the chalk stream.


The scented wild yellow Tulipa sylvestris is a British native, although I have seen it growing under olive trees in France. I have tried to grow it in all the gardens I have made in different homes since then, because it reminds me of our idyllic rented farmhouse by the River Lambourn, surrounded by overgrown relics of Miss Archer Houblon’s garden. ‘Such a mistake to get off the housing ladder,’ the grown-ups said. But we did, and it wasn’t. Or it may have been, but the compensation was being able to swim in the icy pool below the waterfall and on summer evenings Charlie could fish for trout. In the July dusk, while Buzz Aldrin and Neil Armstrong were landing on the moon, my best friend Grizelda and I waded upstream, past royal ferns and spent primulas. ‘Better than the moonshot, any day,’ Gelda wrote in her thank-you letter.


So, T. sylvestris is a souvenir from that early idyll. Here, in what may be my last garden, I have put some in the little orchard, but they came up with twisted petals which is most likely tulip fire, the virus that can affect bulbs in badly drained places. I am puzzled, because this garden is on Cotswold brash, and I can grow the red pavonina anemones, which hate wet ground. (Most of us are still struggling with their name change to hortensis.) Perhaps the bulbs I bought were infected when they arrived. The garden designer Bannermans, who live in the wetlands near Yeovil, next to a village called Mudford, have sheets of healthy sylvestris with scented delicious flowers. I think I should order more.


Kew-trained Beth and her artist daughter Tess are staying, so we walk up the road to see Sheila, who makes silver knuckle-duster rings. She is Dan Pearson’s mother and has a beautiful tiny garden designed by her son. But as we pass Beth’s parked car we notice it has a flat tyre. We are three generations of women stopped and staring at this thing, whose needs we none of us understand, on a sunny Sunday morning when every local garage is closed. A man carrying a newspaper pauses, concerned, to ask if he can help. In this village where I live, people do that. He offers to check the tyre pressure at his house round the corner; Beth can drive it up there, it will be fine. But it is not fine. As Beth is turning the car in the entrance to the pub car park, the rubber comes away from the hub. She cannot drive anywhere. Tess runs round the corner to fetch back the Good Samaritan. Unnamed but now canonised, he kneels on the damp November ground to remove the tyre with the jack, and we take it back to his house to check it. Spares are a thing of the past, he tells us; but it may just be a slow puncture. We watch him meticulously checking for bubbles of air after he has blown it up. A blonde girl in a car stops to shout hello to him. We say, ‘This man is an absolute saint.’ When we finally get the tyre back to Beth’s car, the GS, who we now know as David, bolts it back on and tells Beth he is sure it is indeed a slow puncture. She should watch the tyre pressure gauge on the dashboard and, if it falls, stop at the next service station to blow it up again. We thank David, who sets off home for the third time to have his Sunday lunch, probably cold now, with his family. I love this village and the kindness of strangers.


Last time Alice, the third daughter, came, she turned out the huge compost heap at the top of the garden. The good compost from the bottom she piled under the apple tree, and the unrotted stuff went back. She likes a tough task. At the allotment over the main road (the garden isn’t big enough to grow veg), I have three smaller heaps divided by pallets which never produce compost like the stuff which comes from the untended heap in the garden. Large prunings, cardboard boxes, mowings, masses of weeds all get thrown in and, after a year, a crumbly mixture the colour of chocolate cake is ready to spread over cut-down dahlias and around hellebores and roses. So, my unscientific conclusion is that a large heap is the answer to making good compost, because I have tried to be more organised, with minimal success.


I have done the Dowding ‘no dig’ course – his heaps are huge. I have listened to Bob Flowerdew on Gardeners’ Question Time and, nearer home, I have had lessons from Peter in the village, our best singer and compost maker. Peter has several bins in the churchyard. On one side Matthew, Mark, Luke and John; on the other Deborah, Ruth, Rahab and Esther. All of them produce enviable friable results. But I know Peter spends hours snipping sticks for layers of brown between the green, while listening to Bach on his headphones. He covers the heaps tenderly so that they are never too wet, and he waters them when they are too dry. He takes the temperature of his compost and when it is cooked, he loads a huge barrow and wheels it down the empty street to needy village gardens at £10 a time for charity. His compost is unrivalled, but life is too short for all that snipping and layering, so careful compost is never going to be one of my skills.


Younger friends swear by the Japanese bokashi method, which ferments food waste in a cupboard in the kitchen. This involves many rituals of mashing, bran spreading, liquid draining. Regularly. My local designer friend Catherine FitzGerald says, ‘It’s like feeding another person, worse than feeding the children,’ and it sounds far too challenging for me. The hot bin at the top of the garden is fine for kitchen waste, which I am reluctant to put on an open heap as it can attract rats. I do tear up cardboard and paper for the hot bin when I remember, and a layer of grass cuttings speeds up the decomposition if the temperature falls. One hot bin produces a couple of barrows of compost about three times a year. But Alice’s heap is ten times bigger than that and I must move it soon, because underneath it there are aconites and snowdrops waiting their turn. No frost still, so I won’t cut down the dahlias this week. But next week, halfway through November, it will be time. I leave most dahlias in the ground, covered with a bucket of compost and some evergreen branches, but one or two are dug and stored in the greenhouse, in case of failure.


Last Christmas, I gave my granddaughter Emily an online course taught by Shane Connolly, the royal florist. I admire Shane for his campaign to use home-grown flowers and no oasis, even for massive occasions like the King’s coronation. In August, Emily came to stay, and because she was going to do the flowers for a friend’s wedding at the end of the month, we practised Shane-type arrangements on the kitchen table using flowers and branches from the garden and allotment. That was such a success that she was asked to do more flowers and now she has given up her career in filmset design to become a florist. Today she texts me to say she has a wedding next May for her boyfriend’s sister, what can she grow in his mother’s greenhouse to be ready for that? Blue flowers and Ammi? But it’s November and I am doubtful, so I write:


 


Darling Emily, I’ve been thinking a bit about your May wedding flowers for Emerald. I’ve talked to my gardener friend Peter Dennis and neither he, nor I, are convinced love-in-a-mist will be out in time, but it’s worth a try in the greenhouse and so too are cornflowers. But because they are hardy annuals, they really need to be in an airy greenhouse with the doors open, and I think if they do look like flowering, you can accelerate them or retard them nearer the time. But I don’t think you could rely on growing them for the day.


May is a heavenly month, with masses of blossom – apple, hawthorn, crab apple, lilac and cow parsley, which are all just as good as Ammi. What about bluebells? Again, chancy, they might be over if it’s very hot. Then these Camassia esculenta, which were out here on the 20th May last year, could be planted in a row in the kitchen garden. They cost £4 for twenty-four from Peter Nyssen. I think you should ask Lucy V about growing for a date. Her mother may use a fridge to hold things back. Or a polytunnel with warm air to speed things up. The weather is so unreliable it’s never easy to predict what will be out when. But there will be something, so you may have to adapt. Blue aquilegia granny’s bonnets are usually out. I recommend the camassias anyway and give the love-in-a-mist and cornflower seeds a go in a cool greenhouse. Of course, if mine are out in the allotment you can use them. They seed themselves much too prolifically. I’ve even got some flowering now.


 


I call in for tea in Buckinghamshire with Jonathan Cooke and Sue Dickinson, legendary gardeners who are now retired from one of my happiest commissions. I ended up writing a book about the way it was gardened called Paradise and Plenty, because it seemed important to record a way of cultivation that is almost over. Huge walled gardens, where fruit, vegetables and flowers are grown in double-dug rows to supply a grand house, are increasingly rare. Modern crops are raised in much less labour-intensive ways.


Last week Jonathan and Sue arranged home-grown flowers from the village for a memorial service, using two hundred nerines grown by a neighbour in nearby open ground. Their house is brimming with vases of hardy chrysanthemums, so we examine them all in detail. I like the ones with pronounced yellow middles less than the soft doubles. Sue likes a yellow form of ‘E. H. Wilson’. These two, who know everything horticultural that there is to know, are excited by Which? Gardening, for its methodical and useful advice, so I leave with a copy and of course they are right. If its frills-free tried and tested research is good enough for two of the very best gardeners in England, I should get it. More than that, it has columns by some of my favourite horticulturalists: Fergus Garrett, Bob Brown and Ken Thompson. How come I have missed this? I should definitely subscribe.


Next morning, I look in on the Paradise and Plenty garden where, since my original design, I have made regular advisory visits for over thirty years. Daniel Jones, the new young gardener there, wants to replace the half-hardy bedding under the old-fashioned roses with perennials. When I ask with what, he says Geranium ‘Cloud Nine’, which I don’t know. It’s a pale blue double meadow cranesbill which he thinks will flower for longer than ‘Mrs Kendal Clarke’. The Alchemilla mollis is being replaced with A. conjuncta, which has pretty margined leaves and is smaller and less invasive than mollis. We look at the hardy chrysanths, in the ground this time rather than in vases. They are such brilliant flowers for this latest season of the year, but hard to include in borders, because they can look rather stiff, so mine are grown at the allotment. My favourites are ‘E. H. Wilson’, honey-scented, which lasts three weeks indoors, and I love ‘Dixter Orange’ and ‘Emperor of China’, with their twisted pink quills for petals. Daniel likes pale yellows and the spider chrysanths, which I grow in the greenhouse, but they seem fine out of doors in the Buckinghamshire garden. Even my hardy forms sometimes fail to return in spring, so I lift a few favourites to be sure of enjoying them next autumn and store them on the lowest bench. My greenhouse space is minimal, but in this, the grandest of gardens, there are five ninety-foot-long pit glasshouses, so there is room to pot ten of each variety and bring them indoors to a cold house as soon as frosts start. They will go on flowering and when they finish they are cut down. In spring, when the shoots start to grow, cuttings are taken. But at home I find I can make divisions of two or three rooted stems from my potted plants. They need more light from about February, but by then the bulbs on the upper shelf will be over and there is more growing space. Slugs love the new shoots of chrysanths, so I try not to put them out until they are about six inches high. Gardening is a roller coaster. Even in the darkest months, you can look forward to flowers next year, just as long as you keep checking and protecting your plants from weather and pests.


Cut flowers are a major feature in the Paradise and Plenty garden. We pass clumps of healthy delphiniums, which Daniel says have been marvellous this year. He has heard that a cold winter is what delphiniums need. I never knew that. Not sure if it is true, but this running exchange of triumphs and failures with working gardeners is what matters.


To cut or not to cut is the question at this time of year. Dan, in the valley not far from me, leaves everything until spring. I am not sold on brown, which is rarely appealing in soggy English winters. Rimed with frost in northern European perennial borders, things might be different. Anyway, I have snowdrops and primroses and Cyclamen coum under the summer flowers, as well as scillas and hellebores, and I want to make sure they have space to emerge. Dahlias, like Cinderella at midnight, turn to rags and tatters as the clock strikes frost, so they will be cut to the ground, then marked and mulched with Alice’s excavated compost. I will dig up one of each of the ones I like best, and hope that the rest survive. If they fail, cuttings from the stored plants can be taken in spring.


The rest of the cutting down is for me a matter of choice. Iris sibirica can stay, because the dark seed pods are handsome. Campanula of the mushy stems can’t. Asters, now horribly renamed Symphyotrichum, can stay, so can the skeleton stems of Althaea cannabina. Phlox can’t, bronze fennel can’t. But on my way home I look in at Worton kitchen garden, to find beautiful flowering stems of common fennel (Foeniculum vulgare) in a vase on the cafe table. Had I cut mine down in August to rise again, it would still be looking good now.


About the giant burnet, I am undecided. The black bobble seed heads are fine, but the wet brown leaves clinging to the stems look horrible. It all depends on how long they cling. Russian sage, lovely Laserpitium siler with giant umbel seed heads, dangling dieramas and grasses, all get winter passes. There are hips on the Rosa moyesii and magnificent lacquered ones on R. ‘Scarlet Fire’, and once the leaves drop, red stems of the dogwood will show. A few Cyclamen coum have started to flower, but apart from green, it’s goodbye to colour now until next year. So, green matters for the next few months when the background players come into their own. A big bush of Bupleurum fruticosum, which I have to prune or else it sits on everything; a fastigiate box grown from a cutting taken from one of the four bushes of Buxus ‘Graham Blandy’ in our last garden; some Sarcococca, some cistus, euphorbias, daphnes, ferns, especially ‘Bevis’, outside the kitchen door. These will be my winter companions while I wait for snowdrops and hellebores to emerge.


Going out to the garden again, I realise I have ignored the two best of all winter comforters. The winter-flowering cherry (Prunus × subhirtella ‘Autumnalis’), which marks the entrance to the orchard meadow, now has pretty russet-tinted leaves as well as the first buds of blossom, which will appear along its branches until Christmas and beyond. This tree was one of our first gardening presents from Catherine, my artist mother-in-law, in our earliest garden. If it had not been here when we came, I would certainly have bought it. My other Desert Island plant is the starry yellow jasmine (Jasminum nudiflorum). I did buy that. It has not started to flower yet, but I have just picked some stems, and they will come out on the kitchen table.


I have been invited to join an eco book club the other side of Bath. My friend Derry Watkins, of Special Plants Nursery, offers to drive us, and we spend the evening at Jo McKerr’s beautiful house. The book, written by a Japanese farmer called Masanobu Fukuoka forty years ago, is called One Straw Revolution, and is a celebration of natural farming. We hardly talk about it. Instead, we discuss compost and whether the garden at Dixter is as biodiverse as the land surrounding it. Apparently it isn’t, which is a pity as I just claimed it was in an article in Country Life, although no one has yet contradicted me. Jo is a fierce defender of trees, hedges and untamed gardens. We are at a moment when the wilding versus gardening debate is hot and strong. Monty Don has claimed that rewilding gardens is puritanical nonsense. Alan Titchmarsh has mixed feelings about the trend. But Fergus Garrett at Dixter thinks there is no contest. We can have both. I hope we can, but when I show this garden to people in my village, I can see that they are very doubtful about long grass instead of a nice lawn.


In the afternoon, Laura comes to wheel barrows of Alice’s compost while I cut down dahlias and phlox, because it’s sunny and this is never an agreeable job in the rain. For gardening after the end of October you need to pick your moment, and this is a good one with a daughter on hand to help. Usually mornings are better than afternoons, but we are lucky and could go on working until teatime. Standing waiting for the next barrowload to arrive, I look up at the apple tree to find a sprig of mistletoe has lodged itself in the bark. How did I miss that? It’s quite a big sprig and I’ve always wanted mistletoe, even tried to rub berries into apple trees in at least two gardens before this one. Suddenly here it is: how did it arrive in this enclosed town garden when I have never seen any growing nearby? Birds are said to bring it, but however it came, I feel triumphant. Not for kissing-Christmas reasons but because this is an ancient Celtic magic plant. When I look it up, the Kew website says, ‘Its evergreen leaves and ability to bloom in winter mean that the plant has long been seen as a symbol of eternal life and vitality.’ Which is handy as over tea Rupert and Laura help to unpack the blood pressure monitor which has been on the kitchen table for a week, waiting for technical help to arrive.


I hate having my blood pressure taken, and the last few times it has been high. ‘Could be white coat syndrome,’ my doctor says sympathetically. ‘Try taking it at home yourself until you get used to it and see if it improves.’ Laura volunteers guinea pig duty and pronounces it extremely painful because nobody read the two fingers under the cuff rule, so it was much too tight. Rupert goes next and his registers an off-the-scale error. My turn and it is definitely uncomfortable. The reading is not reassuring. Rupert does his again and comes out top. ‘Take the pills,’ he says as they leave. I look up ‘side-effects of blood pressure pills’ and think I’d rather rely on lack of sugar and luck of mistletoe.


This morning, as I start on my second cup of coffee, there is a knock on the kitchen door. It’s Dan cradling a small box, and in it are two perfect Comice pears sitting side by side. Saffron gold with a rosy blush, they are so large I have to measure them. I draw round them carefully and the diameter at the widest part is four inches. ‘Eat them quickly,’ Dan says, but his mother, Sheila of the silver knuckledusters, is coming to lunch with Trudie, my neighbour, tomorrow, so I put them in the fridge, hoping they will keep for twenty-four hours. ‘Doyenné du Comice’ likes the sunniest wall, which here I do not have. I grew it at our last place, but never as well as these beauties. ‘Concorde’, the pear for small gardens, is the nearest I can get to ‘Comice’. It is a cross between ‘Conference’ and ‘Comice’, and self-fertile, which is perfect if you only have room for one pear. Mine is a tree, at the back of the little orchard, so far not triumphantly productive, but I can wait a bit longer.


Once a month, Jane Barnwell, my gardener friend, comes. I love these days, especially yesterday when it was sunny all the time we worked. When I come in to put the soup on for our lunch, Jackie, who helps indoors fortnightly, says, ‘You girls must be crackers, working outside all morning.’ ‘But we love it,’ I say, and, ‘we’ll be out all afternoon too.’


Jane is a tidier and more methodical gardener than I am, so we bicker a bit about what shall be cut and what shall stay. We plant some bulbs, layers of hyacinths and tulips in the big pots outside the greenhouse. This is annoying as the ‘Patons Unique’ pelargoniums are still flowering. The tulips can wait, I have often planted them in December, but hyacinths need planting, so the Patons get cut down and are potted and put under the greenhouse shelf. Old books say you can store pelargoniums dry, upside down in a shed, but I tried it once and failed. Ideally the greenhouse would all be cuttings in pots nine centimetres square, which take up less room, but I like some big plants to put on the windowsill at the front of the house. Throughout the day we both keep losing our new yellow Niwaki secateurs, so time is wasted by looking among fallen yellow leaves.


This is the time of year when labels matter. Everything potted, all the cuttings must be labelled. The silver pens are cussed. Sometimes they work, sometimes they fail or blot. I used to think, I can’t be bothered, I’ll definitely remember what that is. Come spring, memory is untrustworthy, and it’s a case of wait and see. We find some pots in the auricula shelter which say ‘Not sure’ in Jane’s writing. They might be scented violets. I do grow a few, but only time will tell. Dahlias need labelling and markers for snowdrops appear. I use a silver pen on black labels. I have tried wooden ones, but the writing never lasts, so I keep the wooden ones for short-term seedlings.


Over lunch I ask how Jane’s husband Richard is, and she tells me he has gone to Nigeria for six weeks to sort out the boundaries in Gashaka-Gumti, the national park he was involved in setting up with the World Wildlife Fund during the eighties and nineties. Seventy now, it turns out Richard is the only person who still has the original map of the place. I admire these two who worked in Africa for twenty years before deciding they wanted to bring up their children in England. Jane was a domestic science teacher, but now she gardens occasionally for me and a couple of others, and they have a house in France, where since Richard’s eyes started failing, Jane drives their truck all the way to the Jura. She is an impressive woman.
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