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			To my own sweet seedlings Harry, Ottilie and Kit, 

			may your roots delve deep and your branches touch the sky. 

			And to J, the dearest and the best.

		

	
		
			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			‘If all time is eternally present

			All time is unredeemable’

			TS Eliot, ‘Burnt Norton’
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			The story of Britain can be told through its allotments and their popularity and as events of the twenty-­first century snowballed the demand for these small, at times unkempt, patches of land surged. A pandemic, war on the fringes of Europe, rising fuel and food prices, a housing shortage and a climate crisis are just some of the issues and it is clear that the story of Britain and its allotments is far from over. But I didn’t know any of this when I first made inquiries about the overgrown allotment plots on the edge of my village in Dorset.

			To be honest I had never thought much about growing vege­tables or allotments until 2014 when I photographed and interviewed people living on the fringes and frontlines of the then nascent war in eastern Ukraine as a photojournalist. In the besieged city of Donetsk food imports had dwindled and supermarket shelves were empty. With nowhere to flee to and no end to the conflict in sight, people turned to their gardens for help. Out came the rudbeckia and roses, in went the lettuces and cabbages. Up came the ornamental borders and down went the potatoes, beets and carrots. Begonias were gone while soldier-­straight leeks and garlic punched through the ground.

			So when I heard that there were a few plots free on the allotment site in our village it seemed like as good a time as any to try my hand at self-­sufficiency, stave off the effects of soaring food prices and lack of supermarket varieties, all while occupying my children’s tiny minds with something a bit different. We would be helping to reduce our overall carbon footprint, filling our lungs with fresh air and be out of our small and increasingly cramped cottage as much as possible.

			The elephant in the room being that I had never attempted to grow much beyond spinach before and am notoriously cavalier with regards to tending plants.

			This would have to change and while I planted and propagated and learned ‘on the grow’, I researched the provenance of the vegetables themselves and how they came to be domesticated, discovering two origins: the Fertile Crescent and Mesoamerica. I discovered that the way in which the wild seeds and subsequent fruits and vegetables tens of thousands of years ago came to be as ordinary a part of our lives as soap and water and oft found shrivelled in the bottom of a fridge drawer is a history of global trade and exploration. The corroborating historical source texts, I was delighted to find, lead to the acquaintance of one or two old friends including Pliny the Elder whose writings on the natural world sent me down a few rabbit holes of research.

			I also made some new friends along the way delving into taxonomy and the history of botanical illustrations and experimenting with vegetables I had never grown before. The other plot holders I met gradually over the course of the year confirmed my suspicion that gardeners – in this case vegetable gardeners – are generally very nice people with generous spirits, can-­do attitudes and strong arms. While the conflict rumbled on in the east and I heard its siren call, my children Harry, Ottilie and Kit, with their own unique ways of observing the world, kept me grounded on our allotment on the fringes of the village and far from the fringes of war. They taught me to look closely at the ground beneath our feet – for there is life there so long as you give it time.

			Dorset, 2023
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			‘It’s yours if you want it.’ The gamekeeper’s wife was frowning at the patch of overgrown grass and dandelions. Last year’s beans, all dried and shrivelled, still hung from some canes but another row of bamboo stakes, overwhelmed with the weight of an unpicked harvest, lay entangled in the long grass. Beyond them was a weedy mound of garden detritus including, as far as I could tell, a rusting fireguard, a reel of steel wire, some rotted-­down wood and a tyre. A small area enclosed by net was behind me but was so covered with dandelions neither she nor I could hazard a guess as to what might have once grown there. And next to that, almost entirely obscured by the long couch grass, were the remains of a cold frame; panes of glass greening rapidly with algae and slime.

			The gamekeeper’s wife went on to say that the allotment had until last year been worked by the landlord and proprietor of the pub at the end of the village. ‘So it won’t be as hard as some of the others to make right.’ She glanced at the remaining allotments which up until that moment had been doing a pretty good job of masquerading as scrubland. ‘I mean,’ she said, ‘with all this space you’ll have no need to buy any fruit or veg again.’

			An image of balmy afternoons spent here with Harry and Ottilie, two of my three children then aged three and two, flashed before me. We would harvest carrots and radishes, pick lettuce leaves and water beans and sweet peas amid clouds of butterflies while six-­month-­old baby Kit gurgled contentedly in his pram marvelling at the sights, sounds and smells of nature’s cinema.

			There was another image hovering close by. That of the failed attempts at ‘growing our own’ since we first moved here four years ago: scorched and parched greens, crops gone to seed, leaves beset by bugs or blight or mice or slugs or all of the above, during one tragic summer. The rampaging, delinquent blackbird, bean supports toppled by storms, peas eaten by the dog not to mention the dead rat I found in the greenhouse or the annual parade of seedlings trampled by staggering toddler feet. I was not exactly a natural gardener.

			But I have an inherited interest in gardening and growing thanks to a green-­fingered mother and an award-­winning garden designer brother and, despite not having the necessary skills or knowledge, was determined to make good this time. Besides, with an allotment everything would be different; we would make meals from this patch of land and preserve anything surplus for the winter. We would have rosy cheeks and skin made golden by the sun. We would wear dungarees and straw hats and be so very happy and at one with nature. Maybe the children would even like eating vegetables if they grew their own and perhaps we’d even get a beehive! J, my husband, would LOVE that.

			The cold March wind blew and I shivered. The gamekeeper’s wife was saying something about the parish council having a meeting about digging up the whole lot and starting again. ‘But they say that every time we meet.’ She rolled her eyes. ‘So? Twenty quid for the year?’

			A buzzard hovered overhead and the bruised clouds threatened rain. An army helicopter shuddered somewhere. The gamekeeper’s wife coughed and tried not to look cold.

			All over the world doom and gloom pervaded, I thought, staring at the frozen earth: war in eastern Europe, totalitarian regimes in power, refugees, climate change, pandemics, fire, famine, flood. The daily clutter which seeps into every waking moment of our lives thanks to rolling, scrolling news. But in this small piece of land perhaps there would be a stillness and a quietness which would turn the other cheek to the whirling chaos all around us. This slice of the planet beneath my feet would be indifferent to it all and committed to the future.

			‘All right,’ I said with the sort of spontaneity usually reserved for the duty-­free luxury beauty counter in airports or bijoux shops in bijoux countries where the currency exchange feels abstract. ‘I’ll bloody take it.’

			‘Great,’ the gamekeeper’s wife said and turned quickly on her heel. ‘Put the cash in the letter box when you can.’

			When she left I picked my way over the Somme-­scape of the allotment and allowed my mind to drift into those honey-­coloured afternoons of the forthcoming summer. As I walked, the ground beneath me felt even more solid and stubborn than it looked.

			Shit.

			Who was I kidding? I barely had enough time to shower these days, let alone engage in anything other than crowd controlling various small children and making sure everyone was alive at the end of the day.

			But at least the bean canes looked pretty sturdy. I nudged one with my foot and it collapsed.

			What have I done, I thought to myself as the first spots of ice-cold rain began wetting my hair. And what am I even doing here?

			 

			Not so long ago Afghanistan had been my home. Working there largely as a freelance photojournalist and correspondent I lived in a villa-­style house in a middle-­class neighbourhood of Kabul with a garden tended to by a guard.

			Life was not, for the expats living there, much of a daily struggle. Despite the attacks and security threats, we lived pretty hedonis­tically. There were tennis matches at the International Club, dinners in the expat restaurants followed by parties, after-parties and after-after-parties that flowed into the next day. There were film screenings and craft classes, Kabul-­opoly (Monopoly) tournaments and Boggle nights, and an endless quest to sweet-­talk embassy, United Nations or World Bank contacts into giving us access to cheap alcohol.

			The friendships forged there remain some of the strongest to date. I even met J, an Englishman with an aversion to London and a deep love of the countryside. Although it was many years of friendship before we became a couple, amid the dust of Kabul we shared a nostalgia for something green and pleasant which we – along with other homesick expatriates – used to watch on box sets including Jeeves and Wooster, Brideshead Revisited and Downton Abbey.

			This was a fetishised England of rolling hills and drystone walls, of open spaces and a green and pleasant land. Not a housing development, shopping mall or trading estate in sight and although we all knew it was a fantasy it was the place we called home and it was the home we idealised and lusted for.

			In the darker days of life in Kabul (there were some – it wasn’t all boozy parties and an adult adolescence) I used to read and reread ‘The Lake Isle of Innisfree’ which William Butler Yeats composed when homesick for Ireland in London. He conjures up a bucolic arcadia of ‘nine-­bean rows’ and ‘bee-­loud glades’ where the linnets thrived and where he was at peace. When things became difficult I yearned for a slice of that peace; those nine-­bean rows and bee-­loud glades seemed to call me home.

			When J, Pullo (a rescue dog he had taken in as a puppy in Kabul) and I moved to a tiny cottage in the middle of a hamstone village with a summer fete of sheep racing and hay bales, a church roof appeal, a red telephone box, an old-­fashioned pub, and a stream trickling through one end of it which hosted the annual duck race, we thought we had found a slice of old England. Friends visiting often remarked on how ‘old England’ it felt, how different the place we chose to be home seemed from the rest of the country. That Dorset still doesn’t have a motorway is testimony to the pace of life here.

			But when the novelty had worn thin it was hard not to miss the majesty and other-­worldliness of Kabul. Or rather, it was hard not to miss the nether-­worldliness of the Kabul we inhabited as young, free and independent adventurers. In a cruel twist, the nostalgia which induced a yearning for England turned on its head and instead produced a yearning for the freedom, the thrill, the chaos and the hedonism of that other life.

			And now, four years and three children later, and despite Afghani­stan having fallen to the Taliban, occasionally, just very occasionally, when the children are being difficult or I am stuck behind a tractor and late, or I am fatigued beyond comprehension or simply bored out of my tiny mind, I miss the place we used to call home.

			Refugees returning to Afghanistan after the fall of the Taliban in the early 2000s would often plant a tree as a symbol of putting down roots and a fruitful future. Maybe an allotment would reignite a sense of rootedness and instil a love for rural England while giving me a purpose beyond the day-­to-­day; with rising living costs, climate change and food miles and worries over pesticides it felt continuously frivolous to be buying vegetables in supermarkets which would be just as cheap and easy to grow. And more organic. Perhaps through my own growing and nurturing I too would feel more connected to this new home of ours.

			 

			‘I give it two weeks,’ J said when I told him what I’d done.

			‘Why? Shhhhhhh.’ Kit was mewling in my arms.

			J looked at him and raised an eyebrow. He shook his head and sighed. ‘Well don’t come crying to me when you “Lally” yourself with exhaustion. I love you but this is on you. Besides, we already have a garden. If you’re looking for some peace and quiet wouldn’t that suffice? Anyway, aren’t allotments for people with no gardens?’

			Kit wailed.

			‘Shhhhh,’ I said to Kit, ‘he doesn’t mean it.’ To J I said, ‘Shhhhh. It will be fun. You’ll see.’

			He rolled his eyes, grabbed a handful of chocolate digestives and retreated to his office on the other side of the garage. ‘Just don’t do anything stupid like getting a beehive.’

			 

			J was right, however. We did have a garden, and one that was already threatening to overwhelm us. In the warm summer months it was an extension of the house and we practically lived outside. But the problem is that in a garden you can mooch around changing things whenever you feel like it or whenever fashion dictates. A herbaceous border here, a box hedge there, an apple tree over in the corner. A garden is a thing of aestheticism and I wasn’t very good at it. I didn’t then understand how things grew and why and nor did I understand how to make things work together, above and below ground.

			An allotment is the opposite of a garden, if you like. It is practical, no-­frills and functional. With an allotment you don’t need to worry about whether the peony and the rose will agree with the lavender, whether the nepeta will be overcrowded by spring tête-­à-­tête leaf dieback. Nor need you worry about the rampant ivy or the rapacious buddleia which appear from nowhere. An allotment is there for one reason and one reason only: for growing your own veg. At least, that was my understanding of it in those early days.

			It didn’t have to look pretty or elegant. Indeed, think of allotments and the very opposite of pretty usually comes into your mind; edgeland sites which tend to be home to run-­down corrugated iron sheds, makeshift planters and a make-­do-­and-­mend aesthetic. This pragmatism appealed to me. I could garden, feed my family and save money, I could try growing veg I’d never grown before and teach my children about where food comes from without worrying about how it looked. Anything else would be a bonus.

			But there was another reason why I popped a twenty-­pound note in the gamekeeper’s wife’s letter box a few days later. Since we moved here I had walked past the plots almost daily and wondered about them. Sometimes I would see a figure hunched over weeding or watering but in recent years I hardly saw anyone. It seemed to me that no one else in the village was making use of the plots bar the barrister and the vet. The allotments looked dejected, wasted and forgotten, grasses overwhelming what was once a productive site. In those cold March days when winter seemed reluctant to let go and I was searching and scanning for signs of renewal, they cried out to be used again.

			 

			‘Are you sure it’s wise, darling?’ my mother said. I had popped over to my parents’ house, a fifteen-­minute drive away, to borrow my father’s mattock and a spade. Having located both in a pile of garden tools in the shed, and having failed to squeeze them into the boot with the folded-­up pushchair, I was now trying unsuccessfully to wedge them between two car seats in my very small and dented car. Harry and Ottilie were already strapped in and I was trying my hardest not to wake up Kit who was asleep in his chair on the front seat.

			‘Of course it is,’ I said. ‘It makes perfect sense, if you think about it. Something to do with the children over the summer. Isn’t that right, Harry? Ott?’

			‘Lotment’s very muddy,’ Harry said earnestly.

			‘Lotment,’ Ottilie said. ‘Mud. Yucky yuck.’ Harry giggled.

			I swore at the mattock and then again at the spade when a splinter sliced into my finger.

			‘It’s just that,’ my mother said and then stopped to choose her words carefully. ‘You have a lot on your plate right now, and this might be . . .’

			‘I’m hungry, Mummy,’ Harry yelled. ‘Is it time for lunch?’

			‘Yes, darling,’ I said and tried to remember if we had anything in the fridge or if I’d have to stop at the petrol station for emergency sausage rolls.

			‘Here, take this.’ My mother handed me the latest Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) magazine The Garden with advice for vegetable gardeners. ‘And just don’t take on too much . . .’

			‘I’m fine. I’m absolutely fine,’ and I crunched into gear, spade wedged between my legs, mattock head sticking out of the window.

			 

			My mother-­in-­law is typing . . .

			‘Of course you’ll need to plan the whole thing.’ A keen and know­ledgeable gardener, I had asked enthusiastically for some top tips.

			I wrote:

			‘Yes of course,’ and scratched my head.

			My mother-­in-­law is typing . . .

			‘Would you like some raspberry bushes? They tend to do very well on allotments.’

			This was news to me. But before I could reply . . .

			My mother-­in-­law is typing . . .

			‘Just go for it! You’ve got your work cut out, but don’t forget to plan, plan, plan!’

			[image: ]

			I don’t think I’ve ever planned anything in my life; I’ve always just sort of winged it and hoped that no one ever found out. And anyway, I thought. You can’t plan nature; you’ve got to let it happen.

			Which of course is entirely the wrong approach to take because what is gardening – vegetable, flower or otherwise – if not an attempt to tame nature? To garden is to make something do what you want it to do: a bulb to flower here, a rose to climb there, a tree to shade that patch of grass over there. To garden vegetables is to make the plant do exactly what it is supposed to do at your bidding and according to your schedule.

			I thought about this as I pottered around the garden at home picking up the detritus of the day and noticing the tulips punching through the ground. Since writing, photographing and interviewing hundreds of civilians who used gardening as a means of surviving conflict for my photojournalistic project and first book, War Gardens, I had learned that no matter how big or little or humble or grand a garden is, gardening is about committing to the future no matter what the present is. Our present when I’d planted those tulip bulbs with Harry was me, heavily pregnant with Kit and aghast at the continued unfurling of horror in Afghanistan, J on a work trip in Central Asia and Ottilie run into the ground with a fever. But here we were four and a half months later with the leaves spearing their way to spring from the depths of winter.

			I waved at J who was in his wood workshop nursing a whisky with a thousand­-yard stare after a family trip to the allotment which I had promised would be a wholesome and lovely thing. As our weekends seemed to be mostly comprised of divvying up childcare and trying to remember that WEEKENDS WITH THREE CHILDREN UNDER FOUR ARE FUN AND NOT AT ALL HELLISH AND HARD WORK we had set off after lunch with a spring in our step, spades in hand.

			‘So what is your vision, Lal?’ J had asked once Harry and Ottilie had been neutralised on tufts of grass with rice cakes and he had taken in the sheer size of the hundred square metres or so of scrubby couch grass pretending to be an allotment.

			‘Ummmm, I’m not really sure. It’s a blank canvas. I think some beds here and here. I’d waved my hand. ‘And the bean canes, obviously,’ I said. ‘I’ll grow beans on those.’

			‘You and your nine-­bean rows,’ he said.

			I’d picked up one of the broken bean canes from the grass, snapped it into four pieces and staked out a long, thin bed of five-­ish by two-­ish metres. ‘And maybe another there. And there. And maybe one more there.’ I pointed. ‘And a fruit cage. And maybe a bit of meadow there. For wildlife. What do you think?’

			J had sucked his teeth. ‘I think you’ve got your work cut out. And what exactly are you going to plant?’

			I hadn’t thought about that yet but tried to sound blasé. ‘You know. The usual. Spinach. Chard. Some flowers. Some other sort of vegetables. Maybe some courgettes. That sort of thing.’

			While I had paced up and down, J took the children to the swings. I’d tried to imagine what it could look like. But I could not. Monty Don makes it look effortless on Gardeners’ World. Effortless it is not. My muscles already ached with exertion, my head spun with decisions.

			Time, it appears, expands and contracts quite differently depending on the task in hand. Twenty minutes in a plant’s growth is barely visible, in a garden it is hardly enough time to pull one’s gloves on and set to work. But when it comes to childcare, twenty minutes can be interminable and before I had staked out a second bed, J returned to the plot looking haggard with the children snotty-­nosed at his heels.

			When we had put them all to bed he poured himself a whisky and me a glass of whatever was in the fridge. He retreated to his workshop in the garage, ostensibly to make yet another longbow, while I pottered before sitting down to draw up my plan. It was simple. Three horizontal rectangles denoting the soon-to-be dug beds labelled as follows; raspberries, beans, veg and flowers. So simple.

			I sent it to my mother-­in-­law and awaited praise. ‘Plan, plan, plan,’ she had said.

			She replied immediately with a ‘[image: ]’.

			Oh.

			 

			Think of an allotment and an image will come to mind: a scraggly rectangular plot of land surrounded by similarly unkempt swatches of vegetation, homemade huts and broken fences or bonfires and compost heaps next to rows of overgrown beans, cabbages and carrots. These are the communal places which sit at the edges of cities and towns on the scraps of land so derelict that nobody else wants them or on the spaces too awkward or small to be of any real agricultural, commercial or building development use. These houseless gardens have existed at the edges of our world on the fringes of the slightly dodgy areas between car parks and railways, next to motorways, power stations and factories or in the floodplains of rivers to be glimpsed from the comfort of a car or a window seat on the 7.36 to Paddington or King’s Cross.

			Think of an allotment and a vision of a solitary, scruffy man of a certain age sporting a cloth cap tying beans to poles or bent over a row of produce might come to mind. With hands as worn as the hobnailed boots on his feet his world is one of thriftiness and tools, seed trays and prized vegetables and making do and mending while unwinding from the day or escaping a nagging wife. In this age of hyper-­connectivity and fast food, fast news, fast delivery, fast everything all at the touch of a screen such a figure is a dying breed for if allotments sit on the edge of the unwanted space, the allotmenter, with one foot in the past and one in the present, does too.

			But, having been part of our landscape for over two hundred years, allotments and by default allotmenters tell the story of Britain, as I was to find out. And as events of the twenty-­first century spiralled, the demand for allotments surged. The story was far from over.

			 

			It was only when my garden designer brother paid a visit from London that I realised how lucky I had been to snap up a plot.

			After I had picked his brains about a particularly dead-­looking tree in the garden J was convinced was still alive, and after Ottilie had shown him her soggy rice cake, and after Kit had gurgled and Harry had shown him his new pirate ship ad nauseam, we all trotted down to the allotment. 

			‘So which one is it?’ He gazed at the scrubland. 

			I pointed at the bean canes. ‘Oh,’ he said. ‘A nice little plot.’

			Realising he had been looking at a third of the whole area I shook my head. ‘No.’ I pointed. ‘It’s from that fence to that fence. All of it.’

			His eyes bulged with a combined look of envy, pity and awe. ‘All of that? For twenty quid a month?’

			I grinned. ‘A year.’

			He was silent and surveyed the surroundings. The village was looking particularly lovely and very much the idyll of the quintessential countryside with pretty hamstone cottages sitting contentedly in a pale sun. In the distance cows idled their way between fields, moos catching on a breeze. The church bells rang the hour and a cockerel crowed loudly nearby.

			‘God you’re lucky living here,’ my brother said. ‘No police sirens or pollution. And all this.’

			We were lucky and I would often pinch myself just to check it was all real. In London, my brother explained as we paced up and down challenging the children to find the longest worm and the smallest snail, he had been trying to get an allotment for years and was on several waiting lists – some as lengthy as fourteen years – for a fraction of the size of my plot. ‘And these are all going begging?’

			‘Most of them.’ I had yet to see anyone else down there.

			‘It’s ridiculous,’ my brother said. ‘Here we are with food prices going berserk. We should all be growing our own.’ Finding a few dried beans on the ground he gave me one. ‘Start Harry off with this,’ he said before absent-mindedly dropping the rest of the pod in the long grass.

			Pocketing the bean, I told him about the dacha gardens I had visited in Ukraine when I went to Donetsk in search of the guns and roses of a war in its infancy. As a jaded photojournalist covering conflict some ten years ago I had begun a personal project looking at renarrating current conflicts through the eyes of those living them, and gardening as a means of escape or survival. As the antithesis of war, photographing gardening and gardeners was my way of turning the traditional idea of war photography on its head.

			And when I heard that the eastern Ukrainian city of Donetsk was famed for its roses – in the 1970s one rose bush was planted for each member of the population – I simply had to go and see for myself what was going on.

			What I found was a country of nascent gardeners. As inhabitants of a former breadbasket of the Soviet Union, Ukrainians have always had a strong relationship with the earth and many families used to have their own dacha. Originally small countryside second homes primarily used as weekend retreats, dachas came into their own when the centrally administered Soviet government failed to supply enough fresh food for the population. The country saw an increase of subsistence gardening with surplus produce sold at the sides of roads, further supplementing household incomes. With the collapse of the Soviet Union in the 1990s this way of living off the land became superfluous. Supermarkets and markets were stocked with cheap imported goods and dacha life became more of a hobby than a necessity and many families sold off their dachas and committed to modern urban living.

			In 2014, when the air, rail and road routes in and out of Donetsk became choked up with conflict between Russian-­backed separatists and the Ukrainian army, these foreign imports dried up. Shelves were empty, shops were boarded up, and those who could, left the city for places like Odessa or Mariupol.

			Those who had nowhere to which they could escape returned to the old ways of living and subsistence growing and the garden regained popularity and usefulness.

			‘Maybe the same will happen to us,’ I said hopefully.

			My brother shook his head, bewildered. ‘We are far too reliant on supermarket conveniences.’

			He was right. The United Kingdom is heavily dependent on imports for its fruit and veg. It is estimated we import over 43 per cent of our vegetables and a whopping 85 per cent of our fruit. We are so reliant on these imports now that we even import over 60 per cent of the apples we eat despite having the perfect climate for growing them. There are some things like bananas that we can’t grow easily here but beans, peas and carrots, well, they do well here and have been gracing the pages of cookery books since cookery books began. Worse still, the majority of our imports hail from increasingly climate-­vulnerable countries including those in southern Europe and Morocco and Kenya, all of which are on the brink of their own food crisis – be it drought, flood or blight. I wouldn’t mind SO much if the fruit and vegetables were seasonal but they aren’t. Strawberries in November and apples in July are so commonplace that we are disgruntled if we can’t find what we want, when we want it.

			And then we throw it away. According to the climate action charity WRAP, daily we bin 20 million slices of bread, 4.4 million spuds, 1.2 million tomatoes and just under a million bananas. This equates to around 26 million quid straight in the bin – or £60 a month for an average family with children.1 It is estimated that over a third of us don’t even remember what we buy in the weekly shop.

			Somehow we have lost touch with where food comes from and, worse, we don’t seem to care. The food system is no longer simply a means of sustenance. It is one of the most successful, most innovative and most destructive industries on earth and diet-­related disease is now the biggest cause of preventable illness and death in the developed world, which makes it worse than smoking. 2

			We in Britain had a glimmer of what life would be like with little imported produce during the strict Covid lockdowns of 2020–21. Not only did we have to queue outside shops, once inside fresh produce was often strictly rationed or not available at all. And post pandemic we saw similar supply chain disruption due to poor crops, inclement weather conditions and the soaring cost of fertiliser, energy and seeds in part due to the ongoing war in Ukraine and the economic effects of Brexit. The headline-­grabbing tomato shortage of early 2023 goes to show how vulnerable this food supply chain really is.

			And how ludicrous it is too. Why do we even have tomatoes in February? Because we can. If we import them.

			‘We should be rationed and made to grow,’ my brother said only half joking. ‘Might sort out the obesity crisis too.’

			I said that perhaps no one has the time any more to tend to their vegetables and with eagerness showed him my plan. As a designer I was sure he would understand my vision.

			He paused, commented politely on the number of raspberries I’d planned to cultivate and handed it back to me. ‘Well. You’ve certainly got your work cut out.’

			‘I do wish people would stop saying that,’ I said. It seemed to be the only thing anyone had to say about the idea of me taking this allotment on.

			Even the pub landlord, and former holder of this plot, was surprised when I popped my head around the door a few days later and told him not to bother taking away the bean frames. ‘There’s no bindweed,’ he said kindly, ‘but you’d best make a start before the weeds set in properly. It was too much for me to do every day and I didn’t have young children. You’ve got your work cut out!’ he added.

			My brother said now, ‘Look. It’s possible. But just make sure you prepare the ground properly. Manure, manure, manure.’ I nodded and pretended I knew what he was talking about. Gardeners always bang on about manure but surely the ground is the ground. Dig it, plant some seeds, water it. End of. It took me a long time to understand the importance of manure. To really, really understand it.

			Later that afternoon, when Harry and Ottilie were at nursery and I had tidied away the pirate ship and flower pot full of earthworms which had magically found itself into their bedroom, I strapped Kit to me and wandered back down to the allotment to do some gentle hard labour with the mattock. Inevitably, Kit did not want to be put down on the ground – even the softest grassy tufts proved to be too cold and miserable for him – and so, unable to labour, I sat on an upturned bucket bouncing him on my knee and thinking about those gardeners in Ukraine who had turned their flower beds into veg beds in a bid to survive.

			I cooed to Kit, ‘And what will things look like when you are grown up? What will be the anxiety of your age? What will you hope for?’

			Kit smiled and gurgled.

			And then he vomited.

			 

			There is a painting hanging in London’s National Gallery by Sir Thomas Gainsborough completed in around 1750. It depicts Mr and Mrs Andrews, a young country couple positioned to the left of the canvas, he with a shotgun slung over one arm and dog at his heels, she poised and elegant in blue on a bench beneath an old oak tree on the edge of parkland overlooking their estate. In the distance there are church spires and the suggestion of quiet villages but for the most part it is the landscape spread out under a bruised sky which dominates the rest of the canvas, so much so that many scholars suggest it is a portrait of land as much as of the couple. Mr Andrews, a man dedicated to farming, owned nearly three thousand acres. And here it is: a vast swathe of fields and oak trees young and old. There are horses grazing on the left-­hand side and on the right, just next to the couple, there is a newly harvested strip of corn that feels so real you can almost smell the sweet, dusty straw and damp grasses. It is sun-­kissed and light, green and soft. So far, so Gainsborough (one of the leading portrait painters of his time, he is well known for his inclination for landscapes and rustic arcadia). It is England entirely. It is also the past, present and future of England for in the middle distance of the landscape and to the left of the couple there are two enclosed areas.

			The year 1750 saw the beginning of a seismic change in England. It was growing. Or rather, its population was; between 1500 and 1700 it had more than doubled from 2 million to 5 million. By 1800 it would be 16.5 million. With this swelling population, mass starvation was forecast and suddenly land and how it was used became a commodity.

			Most of the country was operating on an open field system of farming which allowed access to villagers for grazing animals and growing a selection of crops in fields several hundred acres in size which were divided into cultivated or farmed strips – as seen in Gainsborough’s landscape. The key benefit to open field farming on common land was that it was a collective activity – everyone had to agree on when and how things were done from sowing seeds to putting cattle out to pasture. Harvests and produce were also shared and often traded. Even a man with just one cow or a few geese was unlikely to starve. When it worked well, most people had enough to subsist and families could keep themselves afloat with a mixture of common land farming, collecting wood (they were allowed to take any branches they could reach with a billhook or shepherd’s crook, giving us today’s saying of ‘by hook or by crook’) and wool and basket weaving.

			Enclosing land had been taking place since the Tudors (who did so for sheep – wool being a valuable commodity worldwide) but by the eighteenth century demand for land to feed the population – and lots of it – outstripped supply. With arable farming now lucrative (the price of wool had increased sixfold and demand from urban centres for meat and dairy products had also increased), there were fortunes to be made. The inclusion of two such enclosures in the painting of Mr and Mrs Andrews is a nod to their resultant acquired wealth. They were not alone. Between 1750 and 1850 around four thousand Enclosure Acts were passed in parliament forcing common land up and down the country to be parcelled off for exclusive use.

			We have these Acts to thank for the way most of the country looks today. That is, hawthorn and hazel hedges fencing in fields. It is hard to find an image of what pre-­enclosure England looked like but Gainsborough’s works give a pretty good indication of the effect the Parliamentary Enclosure Acts were having on the landscape.

			Enclosures remain a thorny issue. For some, they underpinned the ecological and agricultural progression of modern Britain. This was, after all, an age of enlightenment and this new style of land management was seen as progressive. Boggy wastelands were drastically improved and thanks to regeneration and crop rotation, soil was made more fertile. For others, it was land theft which impoverished the many for the sake of the few. Either way, the change the reforms had on the landscape is undeniable. Those strips of farmed land in the open fields were sealed off and made private. A patchwork of neat squares and rectangles – like Mr Andrews’ sheep field – replaced the open fields and its ‘green and pleasant’ wilds. And the effect on the rural poor was devastating.

			A pretty grim version of England emerges. Villagers became waged agricultural workers solely dependent on their labour for income with no social protection and vulnerable to economic fluctuations. Combined with the advent of mechanised farming further eroding the need for labourers at all and mass unemployment, it is an England which marches straight towards the Victorian workhouses.

			The Northamptonshire poet John Clare took a long look at this new countryside and was deeply disturbed.

			 

			Fence now meets fence in owners’ little bounds

			Of field and meadow large as garden grounds

			In little parcels little minds to please

			With men and flocks imprisoned ill at ease

			 

			‘The Mores’, written 1812–1831

			 

			What hope did the rural poor have?

			 

			I was desperate to make a start on the digging on the plot one morning. My method was a simple one. Using the mattock, scalp off the first few inches of grass and weeds, discard said scalp onto other bit of plot, loosen up the soil beneath and then spread some manure.

			The wind was cold and Ottie who, without Harry (he was at nursery) and to whom she was devoted, was lost. ‘Haaaaaiiii,’ she kept calling before falling on her bottom and crying which prompted Kit, hungry or cold or both, to follow suit. When the church bell ringers started their weekly cacophonous practice the children’s cries were even more anguished and I had no choice but to abandon the plot, carrying one child on my hip, one in the sling and pulling the mattock behind me, concrete scraping on metal.

			This was to be the first of countless aborted digging missions. Indeed, after a week of not being able to get to work it dawned on me that maybe this whole endeavour was foolish. There was simply no time.

			Double digging, which is what I thought I had been doing but in hindsight was really not, is a traditional labour-­intensive way of turning soil over. You dig a trench one spade deep and then another and another and another and fill each trench with the soil from the previous trench.

			There are of course other methods of working the land. I could have made raised beds, for example, with treated timber and sacks of compost and manure, the advantages here being weed management and drainage and the disadvantages being the huge cost.

			Others don’t dig at all. A no-­dig veg bed involves spreading compost or well-­rotted manure onto a weed-­free soil surface. This is supposed to emulate the natural process of decomposition allowing the plants, fungi and organisms to bring the organic matter into the soil itself and not the spade. The reported benefits are that the soil’s ecosystem is untouched which in turn yields more and bigger vegetables. The major benefit is obvious. Not having to dig.

			But I didn’t know any of this when I started out. So I stuck to the idea of digging like a true allotmenter as wet soil clods to a boot. And anyway it would have felt like cheating not to dig.

			 

			Having ordered twelve bags of manure from a farmer bloke my father knew, I managed to snatch a ten-­minute session of digging – or rather, scalping one afternoon. I was delighted and invigorated to have broken the seal, so to speak. But my joy was short-­lived: children and chickenpox. Cooped up with no respite and with rain lashing at the window for days I could do nothing but nurse, comfort, administer creams and antibiotics and just hope that spring would be late this year.

			When, four or five days later, Harry was at last marginally less contagious I took everyone to the garden centre to buy seeds and to delight in the perma-­spring of its shelves of plants already in flower and ready to bed in. In those displays there was the future and, beneath a leaden sky, there was colour. I got rather carried away. So much so that in addition to spinach, chard and tomato seeds, I splashed out on poppy, cosmos and ammi, envisaging our house full of these blousy bloomers all summer long.

			The result of this sent J into a mild rampage. I was just minding my own business having that particular day finished digging ten square metres on the plot and frowning down at my allotment plan (which had progressed little beyond its first incarnation) and the RHS magazine my mother had given me, when I heard from the kitchen a clattering of pots and pans and then some swearing.

			‘How long till we get our kitchen back, Lals?’ he asked when I appeared at the door.

			‘What do you mean?’

			He pointed at the windowsill where I’d left trays of seeds Harry and I had planted that afternoon to germinate in fine compost balanced on numerous roasting tins. Six in total and their presence had resulted in a shifting of clutter to the worktops until they started sprouting and could be put outside. ‘This is a rather literal interpretation of kitchen gardening, don’t you think?’

			I shrugged and said that he’d be seeing the benefits of it all in a few weeks. ‘We’ll be harvesting our own vegetables before you can say Land Army.’

			‘I don’t see how,’ he said leafing through the empty packets. ‘I don’t even like spinach. Or chard. And these don’t look much like vegetables,’ he said waving the flower seed packets at me, eyes positively bulging. ‘And how am I meant to roast potatoes for supper?’

			At which point my phone rang. Actually it didn’t at all but I pretended it did, pointed and mouthed, ‘My mother,’ and retreated out of earshot, immediately returning to the allotment plan and magazine.

			 

			Spinach is one of the easiest, most hassle-­free and high-­yielding leafy vegetables to grow and as such had been my go-­to for years. The fast and reliable germination appealed to my impatience and their abundance appealed to my stomach.

			It is so easy to grow I once took a packet of seeds back to Kabul with me after a period of leave and propagated them on a windowsill one autumn. Sadly, they did not survive beyond the seedling stage as I was sent on a two-­week assignment and the poor things never got watered.

			But I need not have bothered; it was an abundant crop in Afghani­stan and while lettuces were hard to come by, spinach could be bought by the sack at a relatively low price. Native to Persia (Iran) and the surrounding countries, spinach – or aspanakh, as it was known – arrived in Europe with the Moorish conquest of Spain. Writing in the twelfth century, Ibn al-­Awwam, a landowner in Seville, southern Spain, and author of the kitab al filaha (the book of agriculture), described spinach as the ‘prince of vegetables’.

			The leafy green first came to France and England in the fourteenth century and was quickly popular owing to its swift growth at a time when most other vegetables were dormant. Eggs Florentine (eggs baked on a bed of spinach) is a dish attributed to the leaf-­loving Catherine de’ Medici, the Florentine Queen of France, who loved spinach so much that she insisted on it at every meal.

			 

			I tricked J into digging a few days later. It came about like so.

			Having dropped both Harry and Ott at nursery with no shoes (I had absolutely no idea where they were) and having met every muck-­spreading tractor along the way I was anxious; if they’re spreading muck, so should I be. I raced to the allotment for twenty minutes.

			Half an hour later and at home, J yawned out of his office and suggested a walk. ‘Orrrrr,’ I said coyly, ‘how about a saunter down to the allotments? It’s very . . . warm down there. Got its own microclimate. Come and see what’s what? You could even bring the dog!’

			His dog, Pullo, had faithfully guarded the house we shared in Kabul. J had brought him back to the UK five years ago, only for him to develop what dog lovers refer to as ‘a keen sense of territorial propriety’ . . . He was trained and actively encouraged to bark in Kabul so as to keep out the ne’er-­do-­wells. And you really can’t train an old dog new tricks. At any given time of the day the village reverberated with his low, deep bark. As a result, Pullo and I had not bonded this side of Afghanistan. When I said he could come with us J looked immediately suspicious but then glanced at his stuffy office and shuddered.

			‘Sure,’ he said. ‘Why not?’

			When we arrived, spade and mattock already on-site, I started to remove a few sods here and there haphazardly and badly enough to guilt him into taking the mattock from me. It took him half an hour to do what would have taken me three days.

			With digging firmly ‘in operation’ thanks to milder weather as the month progressed Harry and I ate lunch on the allotment almost daily. To be honest, he didn’t do a great deal of digging but was fascinated by the life found beneath the surface of each sod and, while I dug and scraped and hauled the weeds away, he was happy squatting on his haunches, ham sandwich in hand, watching the centipedes and woodlice scuttle through the earth.

			I happened upon a few potatoes the pub landlord must have forgotten about. I had never seen potatoes like that, just sitting there in the mud, casually waiting to be found. I gave a shriek of excitement at each discovery and gave them to Harry who lined them up in size order and named them.

			We sat on upturned buckets and ate the remaining sandwiches wondering how long they’d been in the mud. We talked about what we could make with the potatoes and both got terribly excited at the thought of chips until it was time to take him to nursery. He named each spud after a member of the family and stubbornly refused to relinquish them from his pockets even when we arrived at nursery a while later.

			Volunteer potatoes is the correct term for the sorts of spuds we found. Left over from a previous crop, in arable circles they are considered a weed but, as a novice, to me they were a gift. But I pitied them, those potatoes. The thought of anyone volunteering for a role on this plot was laughable. ‘Right, lads,’ a spud sergeant major would say. ‘Got a plot on the east which needs occupying. Any takers?’

			Only conscripts would be so unfortunate to be sent to my plot.

			 

			I was early to collect the children from nursery and with Kit in arms popped into a nearby junk shop masquerading, like so many do these days, as an antiques shop. It was mostly a collection of chipped enamelware, Victorian pine furniture, a few stained etchings and some bone-­handled knives but in a corner was a pile of old Ordnance Survey maps of the outskirts of Yeovil from 1962.

			It struck me, looking at them spread over the table in front of me, how much of the town was given over to allotments. In the 1800s Yeovil was known for its gloves – that’s right: gloves. Three million were made there each year. By the twentieth century gloves had given way to defence, with huge munitions and aircraft-­manufacturing sites scattered through the town. This of course made it a target for German bombers in the Second World War and the town was badly damaged. When looking at photographs taken pre- and post-war, what struck me most was how close the town centre was to open expanses of the Somerset and Dorset countryside. Very different to the sprawling concrete jungle now famed for its high crime rates, traffic, Albanian mafia-­run county lines and Monday morning drunks roaming the streets. By those who don’t live there it is known, rather uncharitably, as ‘Yeovile’ or ‘Yobby Yeovil’ but as a perennial supporter of the underdog I have always had a soft spot for it as an unfairly underfunded, unloved and rather abandoned market town.

			The allotments depicted on the OS maps, I checked later, no longer existeded. Instead, there were red-­brick housing developments, an industrial retail park and car parks and it started to make me wonder if in fifty years our own village, sandwiched between Sherborne and Yeovil, two towns which expand daily thanks to the numerous housing developments gnawing at the surrounding countryside, would even exist in isolation.

			 

			For those newly disenfranchised labourers of the eighteenth century, help was at hand. Their plight was being noticed and discussed in political circles and among the more philanthropic landowners and agriculturalists. Enclosures were seen as progressive forms of agriculture which regenerated boggy wasteland and, thanks to the introduction of crop rotation, guaranteed the quality of the soil. But the effect of denying access to common land meant that many were forced to leave the countryside in droves for the cities where living conditions were often worse due to overcrowding and poor sanitation but where employment was more plentiful thanks to the Industrial Revolution. Indeed, by the end of the century, London had swelled to a population of one million.

			Those who stayed put to labour often relied on poor relief. Without land, survival was not a given.

			The idea of giving land back to the poor was trialled in Tewkesbury by the lord of the manor in 1770. He noticed that people who had land attached to their cottages tended to look after them more than those without and so set aside five acres of land to be used by the poor. The result was that the poor rate was drastically reduced. Notable philanthropic members of the aristocracy, in part inspired by the successes in Tewkesbury, made other parcels of land available to the poor.

			With the Industrial Revolution well underway the country was going through a seismic evolution. In addition, intellectual and cultural movements were shifting the social fabric. It was a time of great change.

			Meanwhile over in France, and thanks in part to crop failure and famine among the labourers, revolution simmered. Arthur Young was a writer, traveller and close friend of Gainsborough’s Mr Andrews; although unsuccessful as a farmer himself, he travelled to France just before the outbreak of the French Revolution and, seeing angry and dispossessed agricultural workers, began to think about land reform. He was convinced that the way to help struggling labourers was to re-­enfranchise them, give them back a right to land and put forward a series of revolutionary ideas on land distribution allowing families with eight or more children free use of parcels – or ‘lots’ – of land.

			The Board of Agriculture came up with more moderate suggestions, all of which were blocked in parliament, but the seed of rights to land was sown. ‘Poor Plots’ started appearing up and down the country.

			Supporters of the idea of allotting land to the poor cited an improved diet, a source of hope and independence, and believed that access to land would train up the next generation in agricultural skills. Labourers, they said, would be more likely to stay than seek work in towns and cities. Another very real reason for providing labourers with land was to keep them sober. Bored, drunk, dispossessed and disenfranchised people were liable to revolt and protest, after all. And no one wanted a revolution on their hands.

			There was huge opposition from landowners and farmers who feared that they would lose land and that labourers would be too exhausted after a day’s work to do much cultivation of their own. They feared the poor would prioritise their own land or that it would lead to an indolent, swaggering workforce.

			Nonetheless, in 1806 King George III himself allotted five to eight acres in perpetuity to a village in Wiltshire in exchange for areas of common land elsewhere. A field of around six acres just south of Great Somerford became the first free gardens for use by the farm labourers.

			The rural allotment was born.

			 

			‘Where can I put the shit?’ my father said standing at the gate.

			It was an odd choice of a birthday present for a two-year-old and I looked blankly at him. Behind me Ottilie’s birthday party was in full swing complete with bunting, pass the parcel, Marmite sandwiches and a hedgehog-­shaped cake.

			‘Well?’ he said. ‘Where do you want the shit?’

			I had forgotten about the manure entirely so, while six children charged around with wooden swords and balloons and, inexplicably, half a hosepipe, and while six adults drank enough wine as was appropriate for parents of very small children, he and J unloaded the manure.

			Later, when the bunting had been put away and the children safely tucked up in bed, I stole a look at the bags of poo and shuddered. There was a hell of a lot of digging in to do. On the plus side, if the early warmth was anything to go by, we were in for a scorcher of a summer and my vision of golden afternoons harvesting the fruits of our labours wearing dungarees and straw hats was not so far off.

			At least it wouldn’t have been had the weather not turned the following day and become so anaemic in both light and warmth; snow was predicted and sub-­zero temperatures falling at night which, combined with chickenpox now raging over dear Ottilie, did not a happy allotmenter maketh. In the quiet of a cold spring twilight, I wondered again whether this allotment endeavour wasn’t just a lot more hassle than it was worth.

			Two of our village friends Nico and Crystal, on hearing that I had taken on an allotment and themselves keen gardeners, had brought over six strawberry plants and I had not moved them from the paving stones by the front door. They would surely die if it froze. But they had so quickly become part of the detritus of toy/garden shrapnel, which also included the manure my father brought over, a half-­dug-­up buddleia plus all the tools needed to dig it up as well as Harry’s green motorised tractor which seemed to have lost its bumper. Again.

			Daily I stumbled over this visual to-­do list whenever I loaded the car but was continuously distracted by various children, their car seats, the dog and so all thoughts of manuring the plot or strawberries or missing bumpers took a back seat.

			In the end, unable to look at the chaos any more, a few days later I used the pram to transport the poo to the plot. With its seat detached it was sizeable and solid; a lot more so than the wobbly wheelbarrow. But I had underestimated the cold and overestimated Ottie’s recovery. A vicious wind whipped us into a cold frenzy and when sleet sliced nastily, and when Ott tripped over an electric fence (mercifully, off), I admitted defeat and bundled everyone home for toast and jam. I tried not to feel frustrated. I tried really, really hard.

			News about war in Ukraine was being read on the radio as I waited for the toaster to pop and I thought briefly of Alexi who I’d met on the outskirts of Donetsk.

			Then a twenty-­eight-­year-­old factory worker with no work to go to – all factories having been closed on account of the conflict – Alexi focused his attention on the garden of his grandmother’s house in which he was living ahead of his forthcoming marriage. He had fond memories of playing in the garden as a child and wanted to revive it for his own children to come. In the end he had so much time on his hands that he had nothing left to do in the garden and its perfection was a perverse reminder of the war, the shelling of which was growing closer. Even as we talked on his veranda the ground shuddered. The photograph I have is of him standing amid a riot of colour with a spade in one hand and a green toy scoot-­about tractor in the other, on which he used to play as a toddler.

			Harry and I watched schizophrenic snow flurries blur the window and he asked earnestly if it was Christmas.

			‘No,’ I said. ‘Spring, silly. Or will be soon. Look!’ I lifted him up to the windowsill to show the roasting tins of germinated seeds. Little shoots of green pushing out of their cocoon, searching for light and thirsty for water.

			A slow smile beamed across Harry’s face when I showed him and he whispered, ‘Is that magic, Mumma?’

			‘It is,’ I said.

			Before I bundled him into the car for nursery we moved the germinating seedlings from the kitchen windowsill to the greenhouse to harden off – mindful of the two broken panes of glass – and I suddenly felt heavy: it was all very well having seeds germinating and doing what they were meant to do but much like a family they now needed to be nurtured.

			My heart sank as moments later I reversed over something which sounded very much like a missing toy tractor bumper.
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