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At the Beginning . . .


‘I want to be a gardener.’ That’s what I told my parents. As aspirations go it was a pretty simple one. Compared with the desire to study Eng. Lit. or PPE (whatever that was) at Oxford it was off the bottom of the Richter scale. ‘The man who could call a spade a spade should be compelled to use one. It is the only thing he is fit for,’ wrote Oscar Wilde, emphasising the belief that gardening was a job for those who were a bit lacking upstairs to tackle more intellectual pursuits.


Back in 1964 gardening was something most folk did at weekends – down our end of town it consisted of Dad mowing the bit of grass ‘out the back’ and clipping the privet, while Mum scattered a few annual flower seeds over a grey ribbon of dust in spring – marigolds or love-in-a-mist – in the earnest hope that the dog would not scratch them up before they germinated. Up the posh end, where walls of sandstone replaced the privet, and striped greensward lay like a verdant Wilton carpet around the formal rose beds, gardening consisted, as Charles Barr put it, ‘of putting on a wide straw hat, holding a gin and tonic in one hand and a trowel in the other and telling the man where to dig.’ That sort of person could, for four guineas, have the initials FRHS after their name, indicating their Fellowship of the Royal Horticultural Society, like Mr Moffatt, who owned the florist’s shop on The Grove and had those four letters in gilded copperplate after his name on the glazed front door. Me? I just wanted to grow things. The interest in quotations came later.


I liked growing things mainly because I found I could. And because it made me feel good about myself. And because it made my surroundings look better. Not that it impressed the other lads in the street, who clearly thought I was a bit odd. All except Mick Hudson who scattered seeds with me, in between games of kick-can and cricket against the bus garage wall at the bottom of our street. By and large they left me alone to get on with it. Best that way really. Apart from the one lad who called me Petunia. It should have left me scarred. It didn’t. Not really.


Today gardening is infinitely more fashionable. Lawyers and bankers, worn down by the metropolitan grind and nervous of their future, sell the house in Primrose Hill and move out with Olivia and Zac to an estate in Herefordshire to grow a new life. Rarely a month goes by without the ‘girl in pearls’ on the frontispiece of Country Life being described as a ‘garden designer’. She’ll have done a course at one of the fashionable London gardening schools and been booked to sort out the gardens of her friends . . .


Oh, but that’s no way to start. It makes me sound bitter and twisted when, in reality, I’m thrilled to bits that gardening has become more popular, more acceptable, more revered. That’s gardening, rather than garden design. Becoming a garden designer before having been a gardener is akin to painting in oils without the faintest knowledge of the medium.


Enough. Time to get on with the story. I hope it will at least fire your enthusiasm for a way of life that I have found more rewarding than I could have ever imagined. I don’t mean financially – well, at least not in the first twenty years – but then as real gardeners know, patience usually pays off.


It’s curious that a miserable childhood is assumed to give a life more validity. That, I suppose, is why ‘misery memoirs’ have been so popular. I can’t claim that there was much misery in mine, apart from the occasional deadly boring Sunday afternoon with aged relatives and an uncomfortable time at secondary school. I’m not exactly a prime candidate for top-drawer tragedy. And, anyway, if life had been miserable my mum wouldn’t have let me drone on about it – a trouble shared being a trouble dragged out till bedtime. Get up and get on was her motto. It became mine, too. Luckily.


But, misery or not, we all have to battle. Nothing comes on a plate. I’m genuinely bewildered by the course my life has taken, but then I have stuck at it – tenaciously rather than ruthlessly – and been lucky enough to encounter just a handful of people who have said ‘yes you can’ at those vital moments when all I could say was ‘no I can’t’. I’m thankful for their intervention, and that in the end I did have the nerve to fly in the face of accepted wisdom – and critics – and battle on.


By leaving school at the age of fifteen and ‘following my bliss’, I have found, eventually, rather a pleasant place to be. Is it unfashionable, do you think, to be content? That’s content, rather than smug or self-satisfied. I’m always ready for it to go wrong – at any second – but it would be churlish of me to pretend that I have not enjoyed the journey so far. It’s been a long and an unexpectedly varied one. I didn’t imagine, back then, that I would end up presenting television programmes or writing novels, hosting the Last Night of the Proms or editing Percy Thrower. Well, I might have imagined it, but that was as far as it went. It is difficult to express surprise at the course of one’s own life without sounding like a clone of Uriah Heep, disingenuous, falsely modest, or possessing the two attributes already mentioned – self-satisfaction and smugness. You need self-confidence for those two and in spite of outward appearances, there’s not a lot of that in my store cupboard.


If I am honest I never really expected to get anywhere. Yorkshire in the 1950s and 60s – my part of it anyway – was not the hub of the universe, more of a distant outpost. Newsworthy things happened elsewhere. This was not something that worried me overmuch at the start of my journey, travelling hopefully, if realistically, on a route of whose direction I was uncertain and which would turn out to be peppered with frustrations, disappointments, irritations, worry, grief and all those other negative emotions that occur, after all, in most people’s lives.


I have been blessed with the kind of life I could never have dreamed of when I left school – a varied and unexpected series of events, many of them totally unrelated to gardening, but all of them built on a foundation stone that consists of a love of nature and a willingness to be interested. I suppose that is the secret. That and the fact that I had the knack of being able to grow things . . .










Green Shoots


His slow beginnings who can trace?


He springs from a peculiar race.


The child of hope and second sight,


Born of despair and of delight.


                ‘How does a gardener grow?’, Fay Inchfawn


 


It could have gone either way. I could have been a carpenter, rather than a gardener. The thing was, I was so desperate to leave school I almost didn’t mind what I did. Almost.


The combination of my science teacher’s bellowing, my English teacher’s lack of faith in my imaginative prose, my geography teacher’s matchless aim with a blackboard rubber and my failure to either understand or care about the intricacies of French verbs sealed my fate. The only thing ‘irregular’ that I knew of was my Auntie Alice and it was clear there was no cure for it. The journey home at four o’clock every weekday afternoon, with my homework-filled brown ‘leather’ suitcase trailing along the ground and revealing the grey and fibrous nature of its true cardboard self, was akin to an assault on Everest. I was not, as Cookie, the Croydon-born and spherical widow next door, observed, ‘as happy as Larry’.


I had failed my eleven-plus. Not spectacularly, just positively. I’d gone from the sooty Victorian stonework of Ilkley All Saints Junior School in Leeds Road to the brand new glass-and-painted-panel work secondary school on Valley Drive. They pulled it down last year, so at least I have the satisfaction of knowing that I outlived the place that caused me so much grief.


It came as a shock that, having been called ‘Alan’ by my teachers for the first seven years of my scholastic life, I was now ‘Titchmarsh’. Soft beggar. But it is so much more difficult to hide with a name like that than it is with Robertson, Smith or Brown. I’m sixty now and deep down I still shudder slightly at the sound of my own name. I could have changed it to something less obtrusive when I started doing television, but the moment passed and so now I’m stuck with it. Does Cliff Richard, I wonder, still feel like Harry Webb? Does Michael Caine feel a traitor to the memory of Maurice Micklewhite? A good name for a gardener, that. Alan Micklewhite. A missed opportunity.


Not that all the blame for my slow start can be laid entirely at the door of the school, or the teachers, come to that. I was a classic late developer. A bit of a dreamer. I meant well but, as one of my school reports remarked, ‘Alan has very good intentions; what a pity they are not always fulfilled.’


Well, I tried. I just seemed to be on a different planet – to the rest of the pupils as well as the staff. An odd lad, I suppose. Not what would nowadays be called a geek, or a nerd, just . . . well, not quite fitting in. Too sensitive for my own good, as well. My dad, while not by nature a gruff person, did have his concerns. When you’re a Yorkshire plumber and your only son seems to be interested in art, nature, model theatres, acting in school plays and gardening, you could be forgiven for thinking that he might turn out to be closer in temperament to Liberace than Sean Connery. His relief when I brought home my first girlfriend was palpable. As was my mother’s apprehension.


The memories of those early years are as vivid as a stained-glass window. I cannot watch the film Kes without pangs of anxiety at young Billy Casper’s feelings of isolation on the football pitch – always the last to be picked along with the ‘fat boy’. I was the smallest in the class until I left school at fifteen and went to work in the greenhouses where I grew ten inches in the first year.


As inferiority complexes go it was fairly well developed. But I cannot claim that I was ever mistreated. Both parents were loving – my father in that understated Yorkshire way – and concerned to instil in my sister Kath and me a sense of duty, good manners, kindness and honesty. To write them down now makes them sound strangely old-fashioned and, frankly, many of the traits they embodied are rather ancient. I was taught to walk on the outside of the pavement when accompanying a female – I still do – and to take off my school cap whenever I passed a lady, whenever a funeral cortege passed me and whenever I went indoors. The wearing of baseball caps in the house still makes me uneasy.


I could not leave the table without asking to do so, was not permitted to talk with my mouth full, went to church on Sunday and knelt by my bed each evening to say my prayers. I don’t kneel any more.


Neighbours were ‘Mr So-and-so’ and ‘Mrs So-and-so’, aunts and uncles never referred to by their Christian names alone, and until I was well into double figures I never dared to answer my parents back. On the first occasion I disagreed with my mother’s pronouncement on something, I don’t know who was the more shocked, her or me.


By the time I was fifteen I was perhaps a little more assertive than it would appear from this confessional, but not much. The one thing I did know was that I was determined to leave school, even if the words of one of my teachers would ring in my ears for the rest of my life – ‘He’ll never amount to much.’ At least I have that much in common with Einstein.


Now if, at this point, you have come to the conclusion that I have laboured for years under the weight of an inferiority complex the size of a small African country, or that I have a chip on my shoulder comparable to a London Routemaster bus, you could be forgiven. But I haven’t really. I have simply bumbled along through life trying, like most folk, to make sense of it all, though there are times when a little more self-confidence might have come in handy. Being apologetic is all very well, but it can be tiresome. It can also be confused with wimpiness, and I’d like to think that I wasn’t a wimp.


Dad wasn’t at all sure that leaving school at fifteen – before taking my O levels – was a good idea. Once it became clear that my mind was set on doing so, he took up a rearguard position: ‘You’ll need a trade.’


He had noticed that over the previous five years I had become more and more interested in gardening. I had built a polythene greenhouse in our back garden where a selection of plants from geraniums to false castor oils had been cultivated, along with a cage of pet mice. Nature had always been an interest of mine. For a while it was touch and go whether I would be a gardener or a vet, but then the appearance of a cat in my greenhouse scared the mice literally to death and so plants started to seem like a more viable career path than animals.
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What’s more it was a well-known fact that to be a vet – or anything to do with the natural sciences – you needed O levels, A levels and a university education. The latter was never even breathed about; it was clear that my academic career was all but over at fifteen and the prospect of a university education was not even considered.


My interest in nature had developed early on. It was so ingrained that I cannot say for certain when it began. I have always been fascinated by ‘natural history’, to use the more academic term that I never thought of using during my childhood and adolescence. I could lie on the lawn under a sheet of blackout material for hours on end, watching birds coming down to feed on the crumbs I had scattered on the lawn. I would scoop handfuls of frog spawn from the tarn on Ilkley Moor each spring and watch the full stops turn to commas and the commas into wriggling crotchets every year, even growing on the froglets in a small vivarium that Dad made for me from an old orange box and a sheet of glass left over from repairing the kitchen window. My required television viewing was Zoo Quest with David Attenborough, Look with Peter Scott and On Safari with Armand and Michaela Denis.


I joined the Wharfedale Naturalists’ Society at the age of eight – their youngest member – and went to ‘lantern lectures’ about butterflies and birds, fungi and mammals in winter, and up the Dales on field trips in spring and summer in the back of some obliging older member’s Renault R8 Deluxe. He wore a tam-o’-shanter and a kilt, but apart from that he was quite normal and never attempted to feel my knee when he changed gear.


Gardening seemed a natural extension of this passion for everything that flew, crawled, swam or grew. I still think of gardeners as the only truly interactive naturalists. Birdwatchers watch birds, botanists look at flowers, but gardeners grow them, working hand in hand with nature rather than simply spectating.


Not that my wish to be a gardener impressed my father. He could never see gardening as ‘a trade’. I found it hard to see why until, several years after I had taken up the spade, he confessed that both his father and his grandfather had been ‘jobbing gardeners’ and had made him weed for a penny a bucket. His own boredom with that soulless, repetitive task, and observation of the fact that neither of his male forebears had ever had more than a couple of ha’pennies to rub together had put him off gardening for life. My grandfather’s spade – which I use to this day – was employed by my father to mix concrete. It still carries the telltale traces.


Worried that he might not countenance my being a gardener, I offered joinery as an alternative trade, reasoning in my own mind that if I could not grow things for a living then at least I could spend all my spare time doing so. I had always been good with my hands – whether that meant knocking together my own greenhouse from timber off cuts my dad brought home, or building model stage and television studio sets from balsa wood and cardboard (strangely prescient as it turned out), so joinery was not such an odd choice.


Dad, probably worn down by both my unhappiness at school and my constant nagging about gardening and joinery, finally made an appointment for him and Mum to see the headmaster. Not that he told me about it. Not until he returned home anyway.


‘We think,’ he said, ‘that it might be better if you left school early.’


My joy at the prospect of being released from Purgatory was tempered by the fact that they clearly thought the further education of this academic failure would be futile.


‘To be a joiner?’ I asked.


‘No.’


‘What then?’


‘The headmaster said that there were plenty of joiners about but not enough gardeners, and that if you had your mind set on it then we should let you be a gardener.’


‘Oh.’


If the high five had been invented I would have given him one. Instead, I wandered off into the garden. Birds sang, bees buzzed and the leaves of the old sycamore up at the top end rustled in the summer breeze, but I don’t think I heard them. Dad’s words just echoed in my ears over and over again. Some massive weight had been lifted from my shoulders. I blundered in a kind of delirium into my little polythene greenhouse among the geraniums and the spider plants, the false castor oils and the busy lizzies. For a while I could not see much. I think I must have got something in my eye. I reached for the hanky in my left-hand pocket. I still have one there. It dates back to the taking off of the cap, the asking to get down from the table and the walking on the outside of the pavement. An ancient tradition, but one that still comes in handy – in cold weather, when eating spaghetti Bolognese, and in moments when life throws up things that catch you unawares.










Green Fingers


She grew them with rough, almost slap-dash love, but her hands possessed such an understanding of their needs they seemed to turn to her like another sun.


Cider With Rosie, Laurie Lee


 


Do I believe in ‘green fingers’? Completely. Not that I think there is anything remotely mysterious or fanciful about the condition. It is instinctive, the ability to grow things; present in all of us, though clearly nearer the surface in some than in others. Those who claim to be able to kill anything they touch probably lack any real determination to make things grow, coupled with an inability to uncover any kind of ‘feel’ for plants; the basic skill, though deep-seated, is masked by the accumulated sophistication of a technological age that has relieved them of the necessity to grow things. The knack has been lost. That is what ‘green fingers’ is – a knack.


If you look at the way plants behave, notice their likes and dislikes and act accordingly the chances are that they will grow for you. They are innately willing to do so and capable of doing so. Most of them grow in spite of us, rather than because of us, so it is up to us not to get in the way. Oh, and you’ll also need a bit of patience. In a world of instant gratification, the pleasure involved in anticipation is sometimes difficult to get across.


While my dad had no patience at all with the garden in Nelson Road, where I spent the first sixteen years of my life, my mum pottered about in it in between washing and ironing, cooking and bringing up two children. She inherited her growing skills from her father, Herbert Hardisty, a council ‘ganger’ from the highways department, whose allotment on the banks of the River Wharfe initiated me, aged one, into the delights of home-grown food.


Blackberries scrambled with fruity abandon over brass bedsteads; a tank of soot water was dipped into with a large brass syringe to repel caterpillars from Brussels sprouts and Savoy cabbages, and sweet peas were grown up tented rows of bean poles, the sparrows being scared off by the glittering silvery lids of Cadbury’s cocoa tins strung among them. Mum would push me there in my pram and park me among the bean rows while she helped her horny-handed father pull carrots and beetroots for summer salads.


For a few years a small veg patch graced her own garden at Nelson Road, but soon her tastes became more ornamental. Not that she was into anything that remotely approached garden design. The area that passed for the lawn was rectangular, the washing line ran down its centre like a semi-permanent spine and the yard-wide borders that surrounded it were stuffed with a mixture of goldenrod, montbretia and shasta daisies – perennial plants that were happy to hold their own come drought, deluge or badly-aimed football. For several years our garden must have looked like that of Polly Garter in Under Milk Wood – ‘Nothing grows in our garden, only babies. And washing.’ There were only two babies, me and my younger sister Kath, but Mum was, unlike Polly Garter, scrupulously hygienic.


A brave ‘Dorothy Perkins’ rose scrambled over the chain link fence at the bottom, offering us privacy from the two nosey spinster sisters whose garden in Wellington Road backed on to ours, until black spot robbed it of its leaves in August and their curiosity was once again satisfied.


The heroic nature of the street names was part of my childhood litany – Nelson Road, Wellington Road, Trafalgar Road and Nile Road. Only Brewery Road stood out as letting the side down. My mother, though not exactly a snob, was acutely aware of what she thought was ‘common’. She could never have brought herself to live in Brewery Road.


Like Laurie Lee’s mother, my own mum’s way with plants was instinctive. When I started attending day-release classes and night school to learn my craft, I would come home and tell her what she was doing wrong, with the benefit of my newly acquired knowledge and all the confidence of youth.


‘Oh,’ she would say. ‘I see.’ And go on doing things in just the same way as she always had. Age and experience have since taught me that there is more than one way to root a cutting, and my mother could root the spokes of an old umbrella.


When, at long last, I was allowed to follow my instincts and become a gardener, Mum decided that what I wanted to be was a propagator. It sounded, probably thanks to its first two syllables, like a ‘proper’ gardening job. One involving a deal of skill. I think she thought that it meant you were called in, rather like a consultant surgeon, when any plant was in need of resuscitation and duplication. Should any species (not a word I ever heard her utter) be in danger of exhaustion or extinction, in would come the propagator to offer emergency care and attention. To Mum the doctor – always referred to as ‘doctor’ without the definite article – was the earthly manifestation of God, and the propagator was clearly the horticultural equivalent. She rather liked the thought of that. So did I.


My first job, rather more menial in nature, came about as a result of a happy accident. Dad, though a plumber by trade, was also a part-time fireman and would be called out by the siren that wailed over the town, or by the ear-splitting ring of the bell at the bottom of our stairs, causing him to drop whatever he was doing, swap his slippers for his shoes and run to the fire station four streets away. He would spend Tuesday evenings on maintenance work there with the other part-timers – carpenters and electricians, decorators and council workmen – among them Wally Gell, who worked in the local parks department. One Tuesday night – presumably while they were checking that the hydrants were fully functional, or polishing the chrome on one of the two gleaming scarlet ‘appliances’ – Dad mentioned that his lad wanted to be a gardener.


‘Oh,’ said Wally. ‘We’ve a vacancy if he wants to apply.’


So one day in the summer of 1964 I put on a pair of jeans, a clean shirt and tie and a check sports jacket, polished my shoes and went on my bike to the council nursery half a mile away on Little Lane to meet the Parks Superintendent, the very man whose name was painted on the door sill of the grey Austin A30 van that trundled him around town.


Hector Mutlow F.Inst.P.R.A (Fellow of the Institute of Park and Recreation Administration – a qualification that could not be purchased even by those who lived up the posh end of town) was a small, bird-like man with a shortie raincoat and a flat tweed cap. His voice had a tremulous, reedy quality that made him sound like a bassoon in need of tuning, with an occasional hint of the bagpipes.


I stood in front of him, in the rough gravel drive of the nursery, hoping that my appearance, at least, would not let me down. It seems odd, now, to think that even to be a gardener I needed to wear a collar, tie and sports jacket and have shiny shoes. Standards no doubt slipped over the next few years, but in July 1964 I needed all the help I could get to secure the position for which I was desperate: Apprentice Gardener for Ilkley Urban District Council.


Hector Mutlow looked me up and down. It did not take long. There wasn’t much to look at.


‘So you want to be a gardener?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘I think so, yes.’


‘Well, I don’t want you to do anything hasty, so why don’t you come and work for me for a fortnight for nothing, and if you like it I’ll take you on.’


I thanked him profusely. I think I heard bells ringing. Maybe a heavenly choir.


‘Are you alright?’


The voice seemed to be coming from elsewhere. I pulled myself together. ‘Yes. Fine. When do I start?’


‘Right now if you want.’ He looked over his shoulder and called to the man in the doorway of the old brick potting shed. ‘Kenneth, do you want to show this lad what he’ll be doing?’


Ken Wilson nodded. He was the parks department foreman, Hector Mutlow’s number two, a wise and gentle man, balding, with kind eyes and a face that lit up when he smiled. In all the years I knew him he was always scrupulously fair, though if a job was not done well he would let you know, in that quiet-spoken but firm way he had. ‘There are some plants over here saying “Alan, why don’t you water me?” was one of his favourites. He had been a Japanese prisoner of war, not that he spoke about it much. Occasionally he’d let slip something about his days in a concentration camp – swapping a blanket for cigarettes and then, when he had got his hands on the cigarettes through the fence, pulling both them and the blanket back. But when questioned further he would neatly change the subject and you knew it was time to move on. I could not foresee that later in life, due to Ken’s mapping out of my early career, I would stand within a few feet of the man ultimately responsible for his incarceration – the Emperor of Japan.


Ken came over, on that first day, and shook my hand, looking into my eyes and no doubt trying to work out how long I would last. He, too, wore a tie, but the jacket was off and the sleeves rolled up, his grey flannel trousers (he never wore jeans) protected by a denim apron.


‘You’d better follow me,’ he said softly.


 


[image: ]


 


He led the way to an old Victorian greenhouse that was divided into three – two long, low, white-painted houses, joined by a higher central section. Following him, I climbed the two stone steps up to the first greenhouse and heard the clinking of the loose brass ferrule as he turned the knob and pushed open the door. Inside, carefully arranged on the shingle-topped staging were row after row of geraniums – scarlet, orange, pink and magenta, many of them with coloured leaves as well as bright flowers. The music of their names I would come to know well in the years that followed – ‘Verona’ and ‘Majestic’, ‘Mrs Quilter’ and ‘Flowers of Spring’, ‘Happy Thought’ and ‘Harry Hie-Over’ and the foreign-sounding ‘Paul Crampel’ and ‘Gustav Emich’. Alongside them stood a swathe of neat, upright plants with feathery plumes of red and yellow – Prince of Wales’ feathers, or celosia. They seemed to me to be unbelievably exotic.


The cathedral-like atmosphere – the stillness of the air and the silence, except for the rhythmic drip-drip-drip of water from the staging into the sunken concrete tanks beneath them – was awe-inspiring. My only experience of greenhouse gardening was in the tiny polythene lean-to I had built at home against the stone wall of the midden at the bottom of the garden, which was barely six feet by three. The one where the mice died but the geraniums and the spider plants grew.


Having walked me through these floral cathedrals, Ken Wilson said the three words which, at that point in my life, were the most thrilling I had ever heard: ‘These are yours.’


At first I thought I must have misheard. ‘Are you sure?’ I asked him.


He raised his eyebrows, and I realised the stupidity of my reply.


‘Right,’ was the best response I could manage.


‘I’ll leave you to get on with your watering then.’ And with that he was gone.


I stood there, in that first greenhouse, quite still for a few moments, gazing at the colour on all sides, looking up at the white-painted rafters and down at the deep and seemingly bottomless tanks of rainwater beneath the staging. Gloop, drip, gloop, drip were the only sounds I heard in this otherwise silent haven. Then I walked on towards the higher central greenhouse and opened the door to discover tall grevilleas, the Australian silk-bark oak, in pots on the floor, shooting upwards and diffusing the rays of the summer sun with their ferny fronds. The wall at the back of this tall lean-to that backed on to the potting shed was lime-washed bright white. In front of it were serried ranks of Primula obconica in pots on the staging. The next door led to the final greenhouse and more geraniums, not yet in flower. I turned and retraced my steps to the bottom door, suddenly aware of a thumping sound that was coming from my chest. It was definitely my heart, there was no doubt about that. But it was beating with fear as well as excitement. What if I got it wrong? What if they all died? But I took a grip of myself. Come on. I could grow plants. Here there were just more of them.


The bellowing voice of the science mistress echoed in my ears no longer. French verbs counted for nothing here and there was no need to duck the blackboard rubber. I was in my element. In my greenhouses, and if I managed to get through the next two weeks they’d let me keep them. I was fifteen. And all this was mine for the asking.










Gardener’s Boy


There’s not a pair of legs so thin, there’s not a head so thick,


There’s not a hand so weak and white, nor yet a heart so sick.


But it can find some needful job that’s crying to be done,


For the Glory of the Garden glorifieth every one.


‘The Glory of the Garden’, Rudyard Kipling


 


I got the job. I think they all knew from day one that I thought it was the best thing that had ever happened to me. Confidence is a wonderful thing. Elusive often, but delivered, sometimes, from the most unexpected sources.


Up until that point my performance, academically, had been distinctly average. I had managed the A stream in secondary school, but my class position was usually in the lower half of the thirty-odd pupils that made up class 4A. Only in spelling did I come out top (and nowadays even that doesn’t count for much thanks to the spell-checker on my laptop). I was good with words though. Less so with numbers which have always seemed to me to be some kind of code. But the dictionary always appealed. Finding unusual words and using them gave me some kind of armoury that my muscle power could not provide, not that saying ‘desist’ to a B-stream bully would be any more likely to stop him from bashing you up than if you said ‘gerroff’. Still, I did have the small consolation of knowing, as I nursed my bruised ear, that I knew what ‘reciprocate’ meant and he didn’t.


From being twenty-something in the class at school, I shot into the top two or three at Shipley Art and Technical Institute, a grim-looking Victorian building in Saltaire, near Bradford. The philanthropic industrialist Titus Salt had built the houses, mills and factories a century previously. They have been cleaned up of late and now house the David Hockney Museum among other things, but back in the 1960s the imposing, soot-blackened building was home to students of engineering and mechanics, secretarial work and horticulture. I went there one day and one evening a week on day release to study for my City and Guilds examinations. The other four days of the week I worked in the parks department nursery with a varied bunch of men who tended the flower beds and bowling greens, tennis courts and playing fields. The nursery staff – three of us plus a driver, with occasional input from the foreman – grew all the plants necessary for spring and summer bedding out in the flower beds and roundabouts in the town and pot plants for floral decorations in the town hall and library, the Kings Hall and Winter Gardens, Ilkley’s two statuesque Edwardian assembly rooms.


There were a dozen or so men, mainly middle-aged, who made up the motley crew responsible for beautifying the ‘Heather Spa’, as Ilkley was referred to in its Victorian heyday. It had grown in size a century and a half previously thanks to the smelly yet health-giving properties of the chalybeate waters that erupted from natural springs on the moor. Massively daunting and castellated hotels called ‘hydropathic establishments’ were erected to cater for the gentry who wanted to ‘take the waters’, and with them developed all kinds of gruesome treatments. With the passing of the hydropathic fad in the early twentieth century Ilkley had become the preferred residential area, along with Harrogate, for the wool merchants of Leeds and Bradford, and the ‘hydros’ had become hotels and colleges or else been pulled down to make room for more houses.


The rough north/south dividing line between the posh end and the working-class area of Ilkley is Brook Street, the town’s main shopping thoroughfare. We lived in the working-class bit to the east – parallel streets of stone-built, slate-roofed terrace houses with back lanes between house and garden. Pleasant, but utilitarian. To the west of Brook Street is The Grove, the Bond Street of Ilkley (well, that might be pushing it a bit – it is more Regent Street than Oxford Street though) where Betty’s Cafe – other branches in York, Harrogate and Northallerton – is the jewel in the crown, along with, among others, Studio 68 – contemporary knick-knacks – a fine jewellers, the independent Grove Bookshop doing battle with neighbouring W.H. Smith and the local optician.


Up King’s Road and Grove Road to the west are larger detached houses, with spacious gardens and grounds backing on to the moors. The River Wharfe bisects the valley running east to west, at right angles to Brook Street, and on the higher slopes of both sides of the valley are the smartest houses of all, hidden from view by copses and woodland, and reached via curving gravel or Tarmac drives.


In these houses, many of the men who worked by day for the parks department would earn a few extra shillings by working on summer evenings or Saturday mornings mowing and weeding, clipping hedges and digging vegetable plots.


My wage, as far as I can remember, amounted to £3.7s.6d (that’s £3.37 and a half pence). I gave it all to my mum, and she gave me back ten bob pocket money (50p).


While I was the lowest of the low in my newly appointed position, with indentures for a five-year apprenticeship and therefore a smaller sum of money since my employment was guaranteed, Mickey Ware was classed as a labourer and earned rather more. He was a year or so older than me, with a stubbly beard and a liking for Helen Shapiro.


In charge of us both was Ron Jeavons, the propagator, married with two kids, tall and gangly, with thick glasses and, said the rest of the guys, the gift of the gab. He earned his few extra bob by lecturing to the W.I. and assorted other groups eager to learn how to become a consultant surgeon for plants. It was Ron who gave me the budding knife I still use today. An apron and a budding knife were the regulation equipment of an apprentice in the nursery. The dark-blue denim apron (it took a while to stop my mother calling it my ‘pinny’) came wrapped up in brown paper. The budding knife came in a small cardboard box labelled ‘The Burbank’. But I never did lay my hands on it. Instead, Ron took his old one out of his apron pocket and gave me that. ‘I could do with a new one,’ he said. I would be lying if I said that I did not feel disappointed, but if I had known that the old knife he gave me would last – to date – forty-five years, then I might not have felt so bad. Under Ron’s tutelage, and that of one or two of the rest of the team, I spent the next few years learning my trade.


Dad would wake me at around seven since we both needed to leave early for work. I didn’t need to shave every day at fifteen, neither did we shower every morning in the 1960s – anyway, we hadn’t got one, only a bath and that was for Friday nights or special occasions – so I was out of the door and on my bike for the ten-minute ride to the nursery on Little Lane once Dad had got a bowl of thick porridge down me. His fallback position in summer was Weetabix or Shreddies. He’d have done me a cooked breakfast if I’d have asked for it, but Dad’s problem was that whenever he cooked anything, he found it impossible to eat it. Not because it was in any way substandard; simply that the act of preparing it had robbed him of any appetite. He was a martyr to his digestion until the end, in the days before they had invented Irritable Bowel Syndrome.


I went through a range of bikes over the four years I worked at the nursery. Mick Hudson always had a new one courtesy of Kensitas gift coupons, but since neither of my parents smoked that brand (Dad was a Senior Service man and Mum could manage only a single Peter Stuyvesant on special occasions before looking slightly green) it was not an option open to us. Having grown out of the maroon Hercules bought from someone snooty in the Scout group, I graduated to a drop-handlebar racing machine that Mum bought in the saleroom at the bottom of Nelson Road. The gears kept crashing when I’d cycle uphill, slamming my crotch into the crossbar with such ferocity that it was traded in in the interests of prospective fatherhood. ‘It’ll have to go; the lad’s done himself a mischief again.’


There followed a series of machines of varying quality until I managed to save up for a new one with small wheels. Not a Moulton – they were on the pricey side, having independent front suspension – but a Raleigh version in British racing green with fatter white tyres. A bit showy, really; not a proper gardener’s bike, but it served me well until I finished at the nursery, and was then left to gather dust in the outhouse along with the childhood scooter and the trike.


The nursery itself was situated just outside the centre of town and surrounded by council houses and small cul-de-sacs of pebble-dashed semis with names like Wheatlands that nodded an acknowledgement to their rural past. It comprised about eight acres, I should think, with areas of ground for growing wallflowers and shrubs, neatly arranged white-painted timber greenhouses and a series of sheds and lean-tos housing tools, vehicles and stacks of loam, peat and sand.


It was entered through large wrought-iron gates that were supported on imposing stone piers, and the foreman’s house – a modest little detached cottage with a definite ‘urban district council’ air about it, complete with regulation U.D.C. cream and green paint – stood just inside them. Ken Wilson and his wife and daughter lived there, and in the four years I worked on the nursery I never went inside. I had been at school with Ken’s daughter, Rosemary. Even had a bit of a crush on her years before. Not that I ever told her dad that. Ken would retire there for lunch every day, while the rest of us nibbled on our sandwiches or munched our pies in the mess room.


Work began at 7.45a.m. Only a handful of the dozen or so men who worked in the parks department had cars; the rest would arrive on various modes of transport from bikes to mopeds, scooters to ancient vans and, once gathered together, would be ferried out to the various roundabouts, open spaces and flower beds in and around the town in the back of a Land Rover, sitting facing each other like schoolboys in church.


Then the nursery would fall quiet, and the trio of us that remained would begin our daily rounds. The thirteen greenhouses, in which grew geraniums and ferns, hydrangeas and chrysanthemums, were heated by a coke-fired boiler the size of a small van, situated in a sunken boiler house in the centre of the nursery. Mickey and I took it in turns – week on, week off – to maintain and fuel this temperamental beast. In these days of automatic gas- or oil-fired central heating it is hard to believe just how labour-intensive were these earlier heating methods.


Each morning on ‘my week of boilers’ I’d descend the dozen or so steps and open the boiler house door to be greeted by the loud hum of the pump, shifting the hot water around what must have amounted to a couple of miles of four-inch cast iron piping. The warmth of the dimly lit cellar, whose contents were covered in black dust, would tell me whether or not the boiler had stayed lit during the night – a matter of life and death for tender plants in the middle of winter. I’d open the front door of the boiler to look at the glowing bed of cinders and then begin the hardest job of all – removing the clinker. The coke, which was delivered every couple of weeks in several ton loads from the gasworks in Bradford, would make its way down a hopper into the boiler house. It would move under its own weight at first, but after a few days would have to be encouraged with a shovel. The burnt fuel would cake hard on the bottom of the boiler overnight, leaving behind an unburnable residue, clinker; that had to be removed if the fire were not to go out.


Picture me, then, on a cold winter’s morning, clad in a donkey jacket (the sports jacket wore out) and will power, bouncing all of my seven stone on the end of a six-foot-long steel poker trying to break up this intractable four-inch layer of metallic crust that seemed welded to the bottom of the boiler. Once broken up, it would be removed, while still red hot, with a large pair of tongs, and deposited in a metal dustbin that sat alongside the boiler. When it filled up – every couple of days – the bin had to be carried up the steps of the boiler house and the contents dumped outside, sometimes being used to create an ash path down the side of one of the greenhouses.


Once clinkered, it was then a matter of closing the front door for half an hour and opening up the damper to get the fired bed roaring orange. Then I’d shovel in more coke and ram it right to the back of the boiler with another long metal tool that looked like a gigantic draw-hoe. Once full, the damper would be left open for a while to get the coke going, and then shut down so that it did not burn too fast. Throughout the day this beast with a life of its own would be checked every couple of hours to make sure that it was burning evenly, and more fuel added until the final stoking up at night, when it was filled once more and left to burn, with threats and crossed fingers.
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