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INTRODUCTION


I have been remarkably fortunate. I developed a passion for trees and the trees responded. At any rate, most of my trees seem happy where I planted them. Many will, I fondly believe, outlive the youngest of my grandchildren. And, unless they fall victim to global warming (which, sad to say, is quite possible), these trees will give comfort and pleasure to children yet unborn.


To tell this story I have used the framework of one year at Tullynally, our family estate in Ireland. I chose the year 2013 more or less at random. It was a year of unusually fine weather, but we had our ration of disasters: storms from the Atlantic, plagues from the East, flames from the bog. There were lessons to be learnt and opportunities, too.


Why did I develop this passion for trees? Like most sensible people I find them irresistible. And in my case I believe that the roots of my passion for trees lie deep in my childhood. My sister Antonia and I were ‘Irish twins’: we were born within eleven and a half months of each other. In 1936, when I was three, the centre of our world was a large, airy nursery on the upper floor of a large, plain house at Rose Hill, in the unfashionable suburbs of south Oxford. Our garden was somewhat bleak. The house, appropriately, was called Singletree.


For most of the day, our lives were ruled by Jean, our young and energetic nurse. But at six o’clock, if we were lucky, we would be brought down, in pyjamas and dressing gowns, to meet our mother in the drawing room. Here she would be seated, shining like a goddess, ready to read us a book of our choice. And we would sit, dazzled by this privilege, snuggling up on either side of her on the green sofa. My favourite book was called The Wood That Came Back.


When my younger daughter Eliza was three, she explained what made a good children’s story: ‘Make it horrible, Daddy, with a happy ending.’ I suppose most of the stories our mother read to Antonia and me followed the same formula – especially The Wood That Came Back. It was written and illustrated (I later discovered) by an accomplished British artist called Clare Leighton. The theme would be topical today but, I now realise, had a special resonance at Singletree.


A married couple buy a site to build a house. But the site is already occupied by a clump of beech trees, and a community of squirrels, rabbits, foxes, jackdaws and other birds. The husband, in plus fours, cuts down the trees with an axe, one by one. The animals and birds are driven away, and a new house is built where the trees once stood. But the foolish couple have left the stumps intact. Imperceptibly the trees regrow from the stumps, eager to get their revenge. Meanwhile the birds and animals have joined forces to drive out the newcomers. The story ends with nature and the trees triumphant, as the foolish couple run screaming down the hill, desperate to escape their tormentors.


There’s a later, more prosaic explanation for my passion for trees. In the first week of February 1961, I was twenty-seven and had just got a job as a cub reporter in London on the diary of the new-born Sunday Telegraph. That week, as the new paper rolled from the presses, I heard news that was to change the direction of my life. My father’s elder brother Edward, the 6th Earl of Longford, was then fifty-eight and a remarkable man in many different ways. He was a passionate Irish nationalist, who had devoted his life to the rescue and running of the Gate Theatre in Dublin; he owned our 1,500-acre family estate in Westmeath; and he seemed in perfect health, although he was believed to weigh twenty-four stone. On 4 February he died suddenly of a stroke. My father Frank inherited the Longford title. But under a family settlement, originating before my uncle was born, the bulk of his fortune passed directly to me. I felt like someone who has won a prize in the lottery, and in a sense I had: the anachronistic lottery of birth. Antonia was the eldest child, but the nineteenth-century settlement had no time for girls. All that mattered to the lawyers was that I was the eldest son.


The family estate at Pakenham Hall (a name I quickly abolished by restoring the original Irish name, Tullynally) seemed to me magnificent, perhaps because I knew nothing about farming. There were 1,000 acres of boggy farmland, grazed by half-bred heifers and bullocks, two small Ferguson tractors and 500 acres of gardens and woods. The house was a crumbling neo-Gothic castle. But there was a snag. In those days death duties in Ireland seemed to be designed to crush the life out of an old estate. In my case they would run to 62 per cent. So I would start my new career as a farmer up to my ears in debt. But how could I resist those boggy acres, the crumbling castle – and those noble beech trees and oak trees that studded the demesne?


It was the ancient trees in the parkland that from the beginning grabbed my imagination and excited my senses. This was my treasure trove. Most of my eighteenth- and nineteenth-century predecessors made their careers serving (and sometimes dying) as generals in the army or as captains in the navy. Men like that would have felt no need, even if they could afford it, to impress their neighbours by buying Chippendale sideboards or landscapes by Richard Wilson and Claude Lorrain. But they loved the family estate and planted many parkland trees to make it beautiful. Now these were in my care: individual oak and beech and sweet chestnut as fine as you could observe in any great park in Britain or Ireland. These were the treasures I had inherited – living landscapes by Wilson and Claude. And with the joy of possession went the duty of looking after them.


I say, looking after them. In practice, like most ancient trees, my towering beech and oak asked for little more than benign neglect. My job was to protect them from timber dealers and other threats. In this negative role I was encouraged by our forestry adviser, Professor Clear of University College, Dublin. Planting rows of Sitka spruce in the commercial woodland was his professional responsibility. Those bread-and-butter trees would be harvested one day without mercy. But Professor Clear had a romantic soul, and solemnly warned me not to touch any of the great trees in the parkland, if I wanted him to continue as my adviser.


What new trees was I planting myself? The strange thing, I now realise, is that during the 1960s and 1970s – the first twenty years of my life at Tullynally – I hardly planted a single tree. I can only offer various excuses. True, the demesne and the pleasure ground were well stocked with giant beech until battered by a series of storms in the 1970s. But the main reason was that I was engaged in a tormenting struggle to pay off my debts to the government and the bank. To create a 300-cow dairy farm and make it a commercial success was the main imperative. At the same time I was committed to writing a series of history books – The Year of Liberty (a history of the Irish rebellion of 1798), The Boer War and The Scramble for Africa – which took the rest of my energy. It was not until 1987 that I finally broke free from my debts, and leased the farm, by then a successful business, to an accomplished neighbour.


By 1990 I could at last indulge my passion for trees. That year I founded the Irish Tree Society, with the help of some friends, and began the research for my first tree book, Meetings with Remarkable Trees. It’s a personal selection of monumental trees. I chose, whimsically enough, sixty individual trees in Britain and Ireland and portrayed them with pen and camera. Many were very large and some were very ancient. What they all shared was a photogenic face or figure, and a strong personality.


What was the main theme? Writing history books had brought me face to face with great trees in many remote regions, especially the wilder parts of South Africa. I began to realise that our own great trees in Britain and Ireland were exceptional by the standards of the world. In fact they were the biggest living things in these islands: heavier than any land animal, taller than most buildings, older than many ancient monuments. And yet they could only too easily be taken for granted. This was the inspiration for that first tree book.


For my second tree book, Remarkable Trees of the World (2002), I chose another sixty monumental trees with strong personalities. This time the portraits were culled from many parts of the globe. And by now I was becoming aware of the alarming number of threats that face the world’s population of trees. I listed some of them in the section called ‘Trees in Peril’: predatory loggers and complacent governments in Australia and western North America, impoverished farmers all over the world.


In 2007 I completed the third book in my trilogy (dare I say treelogy?), In Search of Remarkable Trees: On Safari in Southern Africa (2007). By then it was obvious that threats of all kinds were intensifying. Global warming and climate change, ideas considered alarmist in the 1980s and 1990s, were now part of the conventional wisdom. Yet how many governments were listening to the climate scientists?


In this volume I have tried to focus on some of the alarming new threats. As forecast by scientists, our weather seems to be becoming more extreme. Storms from the Atlantic appear to be more frequent, and our long-suffering trees pay the price. In the last two years we have lost about a quarter of our oldest and tallest beech which once screened the house.


At the same time Europe’s common trees – sweet chestnut, ash and horse chestnut – are being assailed by a cohort of new diseases. Perhaps these, too, are a product of rising temperatures. They are certainly lethal to more than a dozen specific trees. The most damaging of these invaders would seem to be four new diseases which I shall call the Four Horsemen: Acute Oak Death, Sudden Oak Death (lethal to American oaks and many other plants including Japanese larch), Chalara fraxinea (ash die-back) and Pseudomonas syringae (lethal canker of horse chestnuts).


At Tullynally this fourth horseman has already taken five of our largest and oldest horse chestnuts. A recent survey reported that 49 per cent of all horse chestnuts in England showed signs of the lethal infection. It seems to have been inadvertently introduced from the East more than a decade ago. Like the elms in the 1960s, our European horse chestnuts may now be facing extinction. And we are, once again, helpless to save them.


Of course science may come to the rescue. But I doubt it. So far no treatments for the new diseases have proved effective. All we can do is to keep planting the trees that seem relatively safe from disease. Here at Tullynally I have done what I could, but of course it was not enough. I have replanted parts of the demesne with beech and oak, filled the pleasure ground with exotics like maples and magnolias, stocked the Forest Walk with plants I had brought as seed from the Himalayas and created a new arboretum.


I felt I owed it to my grandchildren. And I owed it to the trees.


* * *


In the last four years I have incurred numerous debts of gratitude to my friends and family and those who worked at Tullynally.


First of all I should thank the staff at Tullynally. For thirty years Jimmy Dalton and Brendan Burke helped me remodel the garden and woodland. I did some of the more enjoyable work. But most of the digging and planting and mulching and watering of the trees was done by Jimmy and Brendan. Without their enthusiasm and energy nothing would have been achieved. Both have now retired, and their successors, Colm O’Shea and Peter McEvoy, are equally dedicated. I should also like to thank our garden consultant, Octavia Tulloch. She devised many of the best ideas for the garden and woodland – and vetoed all the worst ones.


To the generous friends and relations who read all or part of the first draft of the book I shall always feel grateful. I have gladly accepted most of their criticisms and acted on them. They include my wife Valerie, my daughter Eliza and her husband Alex, my sisters Antonia and Rachel, and six friends – Mark Girouard, Jacky Thompson, Aidan Walsh, Liam O’Flanagan, Neil Porteous and Martyn Rix.


I owe a great debt to the staff of my publishers, Weidenfeld & Nicolson, especially to Alan Samson, Lucinda McNeile and Helen Ewing. I am also most grateful to Michael Dover, my former editor at Weidenfeld, and Jonathan Lloyd at Curtis Brown for all they have done to inspire this book.


I must also thank the large number of people who gave me advice or hospitality and those who supported me (sometimes quite literally) on the slopes of the Himalayas.


In Ireland: Antoine Pierson, David Davies, Robert Wilson-Wright, Marie-Alice Dunsany, Michael Scott, Meryl and Christopher Gaisford St Lawrence, Grania Langrishe, Jan Ravensberg, Paddy and Julie Mackie, Tracy Hamilton, Dina and Michael Murphy, John Fairleigh, Allen and Lorena Krause, Daphne and Jonathan Shackleton, Paddy and Nicky Bowe, Bruce Johnson, Kristin Jameson, Adam Whitbourne, Margie Phillips, Helen Dillon, Maureen and Liam O’Flanagan, Penelope and Tim Mahon, Philip Harvey, Charles Horton, Caroline Elliott, Adam Whitbourne, Seamus O’Brien, Matthew Jebb, Brendan and Ali Rosse, Desmond and Penny Guinness, Anthea Forde, Lindy Dufferin, Barbara FitzGerald, Olda and the late Desmond FitzGerald, Geraldine Critchley and the late Ambrose Congreve.


In Britain: Rosemary FitzGerald, Neiti Gowrie, Colin Hall, Tony Kirkham, Roy Lancaster, Tamsin and Teddy Clive, John Berkeley, Alice and Simon Boyd, Jane Martineau, Arabella Lennox-Boyd, Patricia and Timothy Daunt, Nella Opperman, Maurice and the late Rosemary Foster, Patrick and Kate Kavanagh.


In Belgium: Ghislaine de Spoelberch and Philippe de Spoelberch.


In South Africa: Barbara Bailey and all her family.


In the USA: Mark Duntemann and Peter Crane.
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Two White Goddesses


 


 


Tullynally, 15 December 2012 – 1 January 2013


It’s nearly midnight. Outside the uncurtained window there’s a warm Atlantic wind blowing us here in Ireland a premature spring. (Of course the idea of spring sounds crazy. We’ve still got a week to wait before we decorate the hall with holly for Christmas.) Inside the kitchen I’ve just finished sowing the last of the Sikkimese seeds which I collected in the Sikkim Himalaya less than three weeks ago.


The six green plastic seed-trays, bulging with brown peat mould, straddle the kitchen table like baking tins awaiting the oven. Tomorrow I’ll soak the trays in pale blue liquid fertiliser (half-strength will be quite enough for these delicate infants) and drop them into the hotbox down in the greenhouse. Forty-eight other trays, with yesterday’s sowings, are down there waiting for their companions.


Sowing seeds sounds easy. Actually it can be as delicate as mending a watch. Most species of conifers need heat to extract the seeds from the tight layers of fir cone – if you collect the cones, as I do, fresh in the autumn. Our kitchen range does the job, but you have to be careful. Other seeds, from giant rhododendrons for example, are even more elusive. When you shake out the seed-pod onto a sheet of white paper, the seeds are barely visible. Like the grains of mustard seed in the Gospels, these rhododendron seeds are so many flecks of powder. But that’s the point of Jesus’ parable. A giant tree can grow from these humble beginnings. Or the opposite can happen. The seeds can fall on stony ground.


Snug above the Aga, my Internet radio switches ominously from the calm of Beethoven’s Pastoral to the thunder of the Emperor. Will my seeds fall on stony ground? I skim the white plastic labels tucked into the sides of the trays. Each tray is carefully named and numbered and each name and number represents a heady experience for me. This is where, on our third day in Sikkim, I slipped down a rocky bank and was lucky to escape without breaking a leg or an ankle. This is where I first saw Kanchenjunga, the 28,000-foot White Goddess of Sikkim, rise at dawn from the mist above Darjeeling. And of course each botanical name, Rhododendron thomsonii or Magnolia campbellii, represents a triumph for the plant hunter who first discovered the species and first sent back the seeds to Europe to have them propagated. But will my seeds be equally fortunate? Will they flourish here in my garden in Ireland as the plant hunters’ seeds flourished in Kew Gardens 150 years ago?


Tomorrow, before I take these last six trays down to the greenhouse, I’ll invite my family to share this exciting moment. Our younger son, Fred, who lives in one of our flats with his partner Claire (and two boisterous Jack Russell terriers), is a keen gardener. So is our son-in-law, Alex, who used to run a business selling bulbs; he and our daughter Eliza, and their three teenage boys, drive down from Dublin most weekends. I’m sure my wife Valerie will come, too – although, sad to say, she’s less addicted to plant-hunting than I am. And I’ll add a touch of swagger to the occasion. I shall invite a few of my neighbours – Octavia, Charles, Aidan and others who plant exotic trees in their gardens – to a modest ceremony. I’ll give a small party to celebrate the fifty-four seed-trays, a celebration lit by candlelight. I’ll drink the party’s health in prosecco (and in the delicious green tea I have brought back from Darjeeling). And I’ll invoke the blessing of my hero, the great Victorian plant hunter, Sir Joseph Hooker. It was to walk in Hooker’s footsteps in the Himalayas that I set out for Sikkim. And many of the rare seeds I collected were originally discovered by Hooker at the risk of his own life.


* * *


Less than a month ago, with eight other plant hunters, including four intrepid middle-aged ladies, I flew north from Calcutta to the borders of Sikkim. At nearly eighty, I was much the oldest. But I had sworn I was in good shape for the mountains, never suffered from altitude sickness, had spent a fortune on boots and jabs and visas and thermal underwear and all the rest of it. Sikkim is the small Indian state squeezed between Nepal on the west and Bhutan on the east. It sticks up like a prong – like a sore thumb, is no doubt what its neighbours feel – pointing towards Tibet and the heart of the Himalayas.


Our plan was to follow more or less the same route that was taken by the first two European plant hunters to explore this area, Joseph Hooker and his friend Archibald Campbell. When Hooker arrived, in the spring of 1848, Sikkim was a wayward independent kingdom just beyond the borders – and the grasp – of British India. Campbell was the British agent, that is, a kind of ambassador, accredited to the Rajah of Sikkim; Hooker a shy, bespectacled, brilliant, boyish naturalist, artist, geologist, cartographer and explorer.


At thirty-one Hooker had already enjoyed more than his fair share of adventures in pursuit of rare plants, shells and fossils. He had spent four years as the surgeon-naturalist on board HMS Erebus, one of two converted bomb-ships (the other was HMS Terror), under the command of Captain James Ross. The bomb-ships, specially reinforced to withstand the pressure of ice, had been sent to explore Antarctica and determine the position of the South Magnetic Pole. It did Hooker no harm that his father was Sir William Hooker, Professor of Botany at Glasgow University, and later the masterful first Director of the Royal Botanic Gardens at Kew. In fact it was Sir William who had wangled the place on the boat for young Joseph and arranged for him to do a short course in medicine and map-making in addition to his botanical studies. But what a credit to the old man young Joseph proved.


On his return, the navy was persuaded to sponsor a princely two-volume Flora Antarctica. It was written by Joseph, illustrated with coloured plates worked up from his sketches, and based on the astonishing number of plant specimens he had collected during the long and dangerous voyage. The book made him an instant celebrity. The Prince Consort was shown the delightful sketches – shown by Sir William, of course. The great and the good of the scientific world rallied to congratulate him. Charles Darwin became his friend and confidant.


Hooker left for the Himalayas in 1847, sponsored by the Admiralty, who agreed to send him there on half-pay. As usual his father had fixed it. Joseph travelled out to Calcutta in style: as a guest in the retinue of Lord Dalhousie, the new Governor-General. From Calcutta Hooker travelled by boat, elephant and pony and reached Darjeeling on the southern border of Sikkim in April 1848. He had excellent contacts which he exploited with his usual energy.


A year earlier a distinguished Scottish naturalist and geologist, Hugh Falconer, had been appointed Director of the botanical garden at Calcutta. Like Darwin, he was a man of subversive ideas. In fact he had been taught geology by the same Edinburgh tutor as taught Darwin. And he had found in India new evidence to shake the scientific establishment to its foundations: the fossilised bones of not only creatures long extinct but of man’s predecessor – and ancestor – a primeval ape. He had made his botanical garden the centre for what we would now call economic botany and conservation: promoting research for the tea industry, fighting malaria with quinine, defending the teak forests against reckless loggers. It was Falconer who encouraged Hooker to hire a pony (or elephant) and head for Sikkim. His own health was precarious. High time for someone young and energetic to explore that botanical treasure house. But was Hooker just a shade too energetic?


For two centuries, Sikkim had been a hermit state, effectively closed to Europeans. In 1835, after part of his territory had been invaded and occupied by Nepal, the Rajah had agreed to rent out to the British a small slice of the southern borderland around Darjeeling. The British would expel the Nepalese and pay him a good rent for the use of Darjeeling as a healthy summer retreat. But the rest of the country remained closed to them. Now, under pressure from the Governor in Calcutta, the Rajah had reluctantly given Hooker and Campbell permission to explore his kingdom. In fact Campbell had given a kind of personal guarantee that Hooker could be trusted to behave himself. ‘Dr Hooker’s temper’, as he told his boss, ‘and his disposition towards the natives are worthy of entire confidence.’ But permission to enter Sikkim carried a solemn warning to both Hooker and Campbell. Not a step across the northern border of Sikkim, not a single step. This was the border with Tibet, a vassal state on the wild fringe of the Chinese empire. And a border incident in Tibet could only imperil the delicate relations between the mighty Emperor of China and the impoverished Rajah of Sikkim.


In the event Hooker behaved like a crazy sixteen-year-old. He crossed the 16,000-foot pass into Tibet one afternoon and galloped off to hunt for Tibetan plants, disregarding both the shouts of the border guards and the reproaches of the unfortunate Campbell. Hooker’s Tibetan foray nearly brought disaster to both men. They were arrested immediately on their return by orders of the Dewan, the ruler’s brother-in-law and chief vizier. Campbell was beaten and tortured (a bamboo twisted round his thumb to make him confess), and both men were locked up for two months in a windowless wooden hut in the grounds of the Dewan’s palace.


It’s possible both would have been killed if they had been ordinary plant hunters. Or perhaps they would never have been arrested. The Dewan had naïvely imagined he could blackmail the British government by locking up the two men. But back in Darjeeling and Calcutta the affair was regarded with some seriousness. The Viceroy had taken young Hooker under his wing when Hooker first sailed up the Hooghly to Calcutta. And poor Campbell was one of the Raj’s best men, known as a safe pair of hands in handling touchy native rulers. There was huffing and puffing – and talk of a punitive expedition. So the Rajah took fright and told the Dewan to back down. And Hooker and Campbell were released from the windowless hut and returned safely to Darjeeling and British India. (Later Hooker had himself painted in a clearing in the jungle attended by Sikkimese maidens. I think he had earned it.)


* * *


Our first step, after crossing the border from Darjeeling, would be to track down the hut in the grounds of the Dewan’s palace, if there was anything left to see. We would then drive north towards the Tibetan border. I hoped to collect many of the rare plants that Hooker and Campbell had discovered in the north of Sikkim. But there was a snag. You could say that the ghost of the Dewan still haunts relations between Sikkim and China. At any rate in 1962 India and China fought a border war here in the north-east, and India was forced back, with a bloody nose. So this part of Sikkim is now a closely guarded military area, and our group had only permission for a fleeting visit. Five days and nights at the most. That was all we were allowed. How many botanical treasures could we see in five days?


We started, as every tourist starts, from Darjeeling. The town of 300,000 Sikkimese, Nepalis and Bengalis is what the travel brochures call ‘vibrant’, meaning it’s something of a mess. True, there’s a ridge above the town with a snow leopard in a zoo and an elegant Anglican church and a school called St Paul’s, a famous British-style, Anglican public school (whose headmaster generously entertained us in the bungalow where Hooker had stayed). But you will see little else to remind you that this was once the summer capital of the Raj. In Kipling’s day, starchy British memsahibs spent the monsoon months up here, 6,000 feet above the steaming plains of Bengal, just as their counterparts from Delhi spent months at Simla, refugees from the burning plains of the Punjab. But today the heart of the town is all confusion. The bazaar has swallowed the town centre, and anyway the centre is only a mass of wooden shacks, concrete bungalows and half-decayed flats flung up against the mountainside. The main road to the North runs through the town and it’s hardly wider than an Irish boreen, a country lane. To make sure it’s blocked most of the day, there’s a railway line on the upper side with five ancient trains a day steaming down the road. Of course there’s no room for a pavement. The world and his wife have to fight it out with the trains and the cars and the rickshaws and the cows in the same narrow lane.


To escape from Darjeeling into the crystal air of the mountains nearby: what could be more delightful? And this is precisely what Hooker did in May 1848 as he waited for Campbell to get permission for them to cross into Sikkim. Hooker decided to explore Mount Tonglu on the border with Nepal, three days’ tramp through a rain-soaked bamboo forest to the north-west. For us it was all rather easier. We aimed to be there and back in a long day – to drive in our three white Toyota taxis to the foot of the mountain and then scramble up to the summit.


My main target was one of the most spectacular of all Hooker’s discoveries, a species he named after his friend Archibald Campbell. He had found a new Himalayan magnolia which deserved a place among the people of Brobdingnag. It grew to a prodigious size – as big as a full-sized beech in Europe, and its flowers were the size of soup plates. Usually these gigantic flowers were as white as whipped cream, although inferior versions of the same species were found later in other parts of the Himalayas; these trees regularly produced smaller, garish-coloured flowers. Oddly enough, it was the seeds of these coloured versions, often as pink as a shrimp (or a Gaiety Girl’s pair of knickers) that were later introduced to Europe by plant hunters. So this was my first task: to conquer Mount Tonglu and return to dazzle the world with the seeds of the white form of Hooker’s species, Magnolia campbellii alba, that had remained a rarity so long.


Mount Tonglu is over 10,000 feet above sea level, but no more than 3,000 feet from the green valleys directly below. Its ascent, if I can call it an ascent, took four hours; I was glad to find a regular path with stone steps for much of the way. Like many Himalayan mountains it was sacred to Buddhists. We were greeted by flower-decked shrines on the way up, among groves of imported Japanese cedars and forests of tree rhododendrons and evergreen oaks. I scrambled up to the summit with nothing worse than a blistered toe. The rewards were even more delightful than expected: a packed lunch of chapattis in a kiosk built for pilgrims, and a view that would knock the breath out of you – if you were not already breathless.


The face of the Great White Goddess, Kanchenjunga, 28,000 feet high (that is, only 800 feet short of Mount Everest) stared at us imperiously across the void. I can understand now why Buddhists feel the need to worship (and try to propitiate) their mountains. Even an agnostic like me can feel uncomfortable faced with these regal creatures from the edge of space. I calmed myself by taking a cheeky digital photograph of the Goddess on my small Sony. Despite the forty-five miles between us, the lens caught the twist of her icy lips, her long, bony forehead, and the mane of snow.


But where was the other White Goddess, Hooker’s white magnolia I had come so far to find? I had stopped to scoop up various seeds on the way to the summit: winged seeds of Sikkimese maples, fluttering like grey butterflies; fat green seed-pods of Falconer’s rhododendron, hidden among the rusty underleaves; blue Sikkimese asters – the local Michaelmas daisies – still flowering in the November sunlight. But where, oh where were the magnolias?


It was not till we had been climbing down for an hour, picking our way over the rocks and past a Nepali border post with a single guard, that I saw my prey. Three large trees, leafless, but laden with pink seed-pods, crowned a knoll beside the track. We were still over 8,000 feet above sea level – high enough to ensure that any future plants would be able to cope with the 15 degrees of frost we expect in the coldest Irish winters. But how to reach up to those clusters of luscious pink seed-pods? Luckily for me the ladies in our party were as nimble as lemurs. Vanessa leapt up among the branches. And soon one of my brown envelopes was overflowing with the seeds of Magnolia campbellii alba – more than enough to fill a new Sikkimese garden at Tullynally.


Two days later our three white Toyotas sped north across the Teesta River and into Sikkim. My first aim was to collect seeds in the grounds of the Dewan’s palace – seeds that could have sprung from the trees beside the hut where Hooker and Campbell had been imprisoned. Unfortunately the oak trees were stunted and barren, and anyway the altitude was too low for any of their progeny to be able to survive an Irish winter. The Dewan’s palace was a heap of stones, decorated with bright green bushes of Edgeworthia (a plant that I was delighted to hear had first been discovered by Pakenham Edgeworth, Maria Edgeworth’s half-brother and one of my own very distant relations). Otherwise little had changed since the days Hooker had sketched the scene for publication in his best-selling travel book, Himalayan Journals. The large, bulbous Buddhist shrines had survived almost intact on the terrace below the ruined palace. You could see where the hut had once stood, commanding a magnificent prospect of orchards and paddy fields in the valley far below. No doubt a clear sign of the Dewan’s admirable taste in landscape. But not a place where I would choose to be incarcerated in a windowless wooden hut.


We had now to decide how to spend our meagre ration of five nights and days allowed for north Sikkim. We all agreed to go for the northern frontier. No one, I think, was planning to gallop, like Hooker, up the road to Tibet. But we would go as far as we could, scooping up the seeds of the great rhododendrons on the way, the magenta-flowered R. hodgsonii and the scarlet-flowered R. thomsonii, two of Hooker’s most famous discoveries that were christened after two of his closest friends in British India. In fact we found the seed of ten kinds of rhododendron in all, including a purple-flowered rarity called Rhododendron niveum. We also hunted down dozens of other rare plants, including a laburnum-like creature called Piptanthus nepalensis and a homicidal rose with huge thorns, Rosa macrophylla. Many rhododendrons were mere bushes, others the size of trees, and we could well understand how the local Sikkimese used the wood to make ladles for their porridge and saddles for their yaks. But the highlight of our journey north was the tantalising glimpse of Tibet. At 15,000 feet, with the temperature well below zero, we reached the pass five miles from the place where Hooker had suddenly gone crazy and crossed the forbidden frontier.


I think I know what came over him. For my own friends – respectable middle-aged men and women – suddenly went mad that afternoon. I watched in amazement as they tore off their clothes and plunged into a hot spring close to the road. Fortunately none of them were arrested and imprisoned by the authorities (which would have had the Dewan laughing in his grave). But I still don’t know why the spirit that seized them didn’t seize me. I suppose I was too old, or too cold, for such high-jinks. Next day the three white Toyotas started the long drive back to the plains of Bengal.


 


 


Tullynally, 1 January 2013


The New Year has brought me heady prospects of a new expedition. Last month I flew back from the Himalayas laden with seeds. Next week I fly to the Argentine bound for the Andes. Perhaps I am going mad after all. Why not a few weeks at home in Ireland? And why the Argentine? January is high summer south of the Equator. So it will be too early in the year to collect any seeds. But I’ve never been south of Mexico and this is the chance of a lifetime. I’ll go tree-hunting with a half-Argentine friend who has a ranch in the Andes. She says that over there the forests of wild beech fill the mountains up to the snowline and monkey puzzles grow on the ranch like weeds.


In the afternoon I go down to the hotbox in the greenhouse to take a look at the seeds – my guests from Sikkim. Have any yet woken from sleep? Not a murmur so far from most of the seeds that are closest to my heart. But some of the others are stirring in their trays. There’s a pair of rounded green heads showing in tray number 19; they must belong to the willow-like Asiatic buckthorn, Hippophae salicifolia. Trays number 10 (Sikkimese daisies), number 16 (Capitata primulas) and number 40 (Colvile’s buddleia) all look promising. And, unless I’m mistaken, there’s a green fuzz on the surface of trays number 13 and 38. This is where I sowed two of Hooker’s most important discoveries, the tree rhododendrons named after his friends Hodgson and Thomson.


But tray number 17, the largest, is the one that grabs my attention. It’s the tray with Hooker’s White Goddess, Magnolia campbellii alba. Last month I sowed over a hundred of her small black seeds, squeezed out of the pink seed-pods, in that doublesized tray. But nothing stirs. Are those seeds taking a nice, long holiday in my hotbox, relaxing after the hurly-burly of life in my backpack, and the shock of being dragged by me halfway round the world? Or is this quite simply the sleep of the dead? I shall know by the spring – or at least by the summer. Of course I may have to make a second journey to Sikkim, later this year, to risk my life once again in a quest for the White Goddess. I think my hero, Sir Joseph, would have expected it of me.
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A Tour of the Demesne


 


 


2 January 2013


It’s clear and calm and sunny, with remnants of glaucous hoar frost fading fast under the tallest beech trees. Next week I will be in high summer south of the Equator – in Patagonia. But today let me take you on a brief tour of the demesne, the Irish name for a park.


We should begin at the Swan River (or lower lake) at the southern end of the demesne. The Swan River dominates the view. But it’s nearly 80 feet lower than the house and a regular frost pocket. Last night there must have been a hard frost down here, and ice has sealed off the ebony-black water beside the self-sown alders and willows.


No sign of our pair of swans this morning. I expect they’ve flown back to their winter quarters on Lough Derravaragh. (This is the big lake a mile away, the lake made famous by the legend of the Children of Lir who were turned into swans.) Our own wild swans were no doubt protesting at the weather. But they’ve been lucky this year. We’ve only had about a dozen frosty nights and part of the Swan River has always remained open. Most mornings, when I’m at home, I go down the Forest Walk with a bag of crushed barley or oats to feed to them. I cross the slippery wooden bridge to the small island where spotted orchids grow in summer. Then, steadying myself by a solitary oak, I throw three handfuls of meal to them, shouting words of encouragement. Of course I get little thanks. Often they repay my generosity with a savage hiss, the nearest a swan can get to a snarl.


Thirty-four years ago I found an earlier pair of swans locked into the ice. The temperature was so low (about zero Fahrenheit, I believe) and the frost had struck so fast that they had had no time to make their getaway. I was shocked by the sight, and ran back up the Forest Walk to get help. But how do you help a hissing, snarling swan to extricate itself from such a trap? In the end I brought down a large thermos of hot water and a small ladder. But my mission of mercy took too long. By the time I returned, the swans had somehow freed themselves and flown off to the open water on Lough Derravaragh, and you could have safely walked across the ice where they had been trapped.


How different it all looks when the oaks and the willows and alders break into leaf in early spring. Every April the pair of swans disappear behind the alders at the far end, scooping out tussock grass for the conical nest, and by May they have hatched half a dozen cygnets. If all goes well, and the mink (or otters) are hunting for food elsewhere, the cygnets grow with amazing speed. By September their wings are strong enough for their parents to make a start with flying lessons. Up and down the Swan River the cygnets go, thrashing the water in desperation. Then somehow they learn the trick. And before the first frost has rolled down the hill to the Swan River, the cygnets are off, beating the air with musical strokes, the Children of Lir in V-shaped formation, winging their way to meet new friends and relations on Derravaragh. Later the parents return to the Swan River if the rest of the winter is mild.


This Swan River, hardly more than an acre of water, is the only large relic of the early-eighteenth-century landscape that once graced our demesne. Geometry, with formal avenues and circular basins, was then all the rage. This solemn style was borrowed from Italy and France, and may have looked somewhat incongruous in the wilds of Ireland. But that missed the point. Fashion demanded at least a whiff of Tivoli and Versailles. There was no shortage of do-it-yourself books on the subject. (One of them, by John James, translated from the original French edition of Alexandre Le Blond, remains in our library. It shows a pair of swans beside a topiary hedge of yew.) You planted your trees in radial avenues, often with a canal and a waterworks to add an extra dimension. Here at Pakenham Hall (as Tullynally was then called) the squire, young Thomas Pakenham, could not afford anything very elaborate like classical statues or temples. But trees cost little, and wages in Ireland were only a few shillings a week. Best of all, water was free, once the squire had tapped a powerful spring below the terrace on which the family’s house was built. So he laid out a basin below the terrace, leading to a canal and an avenue, with a second basin beyond it. And there it was for all his neighbours to see: a demesne on the cusp – one might almost say, watershed – of high fashion.


I often wonder about these early-eighteenth-century ancestors of ours. What are we to make of them? And what, for that matter, would they have made of us? At least they would have approved of my passion for trees. But we know so little about them. True, their portraits were painted by one of the best Irish painters of this period, James Latham, an artist trained in the Low Countries. So we know that both the Pakenham brothers, Thomas and George Edward, wore lace around their blue and yellow waistcoats, and powdered their wigs, and faced the canvas in excellent humour the day they were painted.


But what kind of people were these two brothers? None of their letters have turned up in our archives – or indeed other people’s, as far as I know. Fortunately one diary has survived, a jewel of a diary by contemporary standards. It was written by the younger brother, George Edward, in 1737–8, a couple of years before the elder brother, Thomas, had the good fortune to find a Longford heiress and marry her. So the diary gives us a snapshot of the two bachelors and their lives at an exciting moment. And what makes the snapshot especially vivid is that the two brothers had lived apart for a number of years. Their father had died young, and Thomas had inherited the family estate. Their mother had remarried and lived in England with George Edward. Now he was back, but feeling almost like a foreigner, wide-eyed at the life of his brother and the Irish gentry.


Which brings us back to the upper basin, the canal and the Swan River. ‘My brother’s house,’ he writes on his arrival, ‘is situated on the declivity of a Hill to the South; from whence descending by variety of Slopeworks you come to a Bason of 300 foot wide. From this is a Cascade, falling into another Bason at the Head of a Canal 150 foot wide and 1200 foot long. On Each Side a large Grass walk planted with trees. From this Canal there runs in a direct line another near a mile in length, equal in breadth to the first and terminates in a large bason at the foot of 3 or 4 beautifull hills.’


* * *


If you climb back up the slope to the upper part of the demesne, you will find that here, too, the ghost of the old formal landscape peers from underneath the sweeping clumps and shelter belts of the late eighteenth century. In fact you need to look at our earliest estate map, dating from 1835, to get a clearer idea of that ghost. But fragments of the radial avenues remain obvious today. Most of those trees seem to have been common lime trees, Tilia x europea, and I’m not surprised. This was the preferred species for the formal landscape in all parts of northern Europe. It was tough and long-lived – indeed almost indestructible. Best of all, it produced trees far more uniform than other species. As a natural hybrid between two European species (the small-leaved lime and the large-leaved lime) it was easy to grow from cuttings. Each of these would be genetically identical. By contrast, other trees like oak and beech had to be propagated by seed. So the same batch of acorns or beech mast could produce a crop of giants and a crop of dwarfs.


As I said above, this hybrid lime is almost indestructible. Let me explain. I once behaved very badly to one of these ancient limes. It happened more than forty years ago, but it still makes me blush with shame. Remnants of a long-vanished avenue, two old limes stood in the way of our plans to seed a paddock with rye-grass for the cows. In those days the farm was losing money hand over fist. At least one of the magnificent old limes had to go. I chose one of them to sacrifice and grimly watched the chainsaws at work. Then came the bulldozers, gouging out the roots and stacking the wreckage ready for a bonfire. The fire was lit and re-lit, and a bulldozer returned to stack the heap a second time. Yet another bonfire. I assumed that this was the last I would see of the unfortunate lime.


Thirty years later I was walking in the demesne when a vixen and her cubs emerged from a small copse. I peered inside and shrank back, incredulous. The ancient lime had come back from the dead. It was now reincarnated as a small grove of limes with trunks several feet thick. The foxes lived happily underneath. But what had brought the tree back to life? Part of the huge root ball must have survived the bonfire, and then produced a series of cuttings. I wonder if a nuclear bomb would finish off a hybrid lime. But I rather doubt it. Like the ginkgo which survived the bomb at Hiroshima, our European lime is the Lazarus of the world of trees.


In the demesne, beyond the site of the murdered lime tree, are clumps of unusually tall beech and oak, planted, it seems, more or less at random. These would be typical of the new fashion for a ‘natural’ landscape, ultimately based on the romantic landscapes of Claude, a fashion that swept Britain and Ireland in the second half of the eighteenth century. Clumps and winding paths and curving rivers were now all the rage. Geometry and radial avenues and canals were hopelessly out of date. In England the leading exponent of the style was Lancelot Brown, who had risen from the ranks of ordinary gardeners by spotting the ‘capability’ of each estate. (Hence his nickname.) In Ireland the new style seemed particularly apt. Radial avenues had always seemed to run against the grain of the country. Better to adapt the rolling hills and marshy fields to the new fashion. Many gentlemen in Ireland picked up tripods and surveying tools and looked at the ‘capability’ of their own fields. Why waste money on landscape architects if you could do it yourself? Among these enthusiasts, I’m sure, were my Pakenham ancestors.


By 1756 that marriage with the Longford heiress had borne a bumper crop of fruit – in every sense. Plain Thomas Pakenham was no more. Now he was the 1st Baron Longford of a new creation. His elegant wife Elizabeth, née Cuffe, came of intellectual stock; her family house in Dublin was a kind of salon for the great and the good. She was also rich by the standards of the time. Her father’s great-uncle, Francis Aungier, had been a seventeenth-century building tycoon, created Master of the Ordnance and Earl of Longford by Charles II. So the new Lord Longford had married brains, money, land, honours and power all together.


How delighted he must have been at his choice of a wife. Now he had a promising family of six children, with two boys destined for the navy. His landed income had increased to over £2,000 a year. And he controlled the ‘closed’ (that is, rotten) borough of Longford. This gave him two seats in the Dublin Parliament. He had also one for himself in the Lords. No wonder he felt free to add a third storey to the family house in Westmeath, roofing over the inner yard to form a new hall where he could entertain the tenants. And of course he planted trees by the thousand. Inside the demesne he put clump after clump in the new style. But he left the old shelter belts much as they were in his father’s day. They framed the rolling hills and the rectangular fields of grass and ploughland let on long leases to local farmers.


Today, when I walk around the demesne, I try to imagine that I’m that enthusiastic Lord Longford back in the mid-eighteenth century. I picture myself on horseback, wearing brocade waistcoat and tricorne hat, surrounded by labourers. I’m carefully supervising the work as each acorn is plopped into the heavy clay soil. Plant it too deep and it will die, too shallow and the crows will take it for breakfast. The future clump is surrounded by a wooden paling made of posts and rails. Without that protection the cattle will make short work of my young plants, even if they are brought from our nursery as saplings. Secure behind a paling, acorns can put their tap-roots straight down into the soil – and never need to be disturbed again. (Of course there’s a catch. You need plenty of labour to weed the young oaks. But that’s no problem for me back in the eighteenth century.) Beside the acorns I plant a few tough seedlings to act as temporary nurses: evergreens like Scots pine and silver fir, deciduous conifers like larch. Most of them will have to be removed in due course. Meanwhile they’ll give shelter to the oaks as well as adding spice to the clump.
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