




[image: image]






Monty Don


My Roots


A Decade in the Garden


[image: Title-01]
www.hodder.co.uk




First published in Great Britain in 2005 by Hodder and Stoughton
An Hachette UK Company


Copyright © 2005 by Monty Don


The right of Monty Don to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved.
No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


Epub ISBN: 9781444718775
Book ISBN: 9780340834626


Illustration by Clementine Hope


Hodder and Stoughton Ltd
An Hachette UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW 1 3BH


www.hodder.co.uk




For Sarah




My Roots


Monty Don has presented gardening and travel programmes for the past fifteen years and now presents BBC2’s leading gardening programme, Gardeners’ World. He is a prolific journalist and has been the Observer’s gardening editor since 1994. This is his tenth book.


[image: f00ii-01]




Introduction


I first heard that the Observer was looking for a new ‘Gardening Editor’ from a friend who worked in newspapers. I had written a couple of pieces for the paper over the previous few years, and she said that I should apply – so, emboldened, I did. I was asked to supply a couple of columns as a kind of literary audition. None that I have written since has been so agonised over, but a few months later I received a call from the editor to say that the job was mine. I was to supply 52 columns a year, each of around 1200 words. A figure was mentioned, with the apologetic ‘It will hardly change your life, I am afraid’. He could not have been more wrong. The money, although meagre by journalistic standards, was a lifeline. I was skint at the time and deep in debt. Other than a succession of manual jobs and working for myself, it was the first proper job I had ever had. But it meant more than just money. The job itself was – and remains – completely life-changing.


The really important aspect of it to me was that the Observer has always had an honourable tradition of valuing and nurturing good writing – regardless of the subject-matter. I grew up wanting to be a writer, not a gardener. From childhood I wrote obsessively: poetry, plays, short stories, long stories and a journal that ran to thousands of words daily. A lot of this was dreadful, but I was learning the trade. Anyway, whether it was good or bad, writing was the real me and through it I made sense of the world. This is as true today as it has ever been. I gardened because I loved it and it kept me sane and well, but I never once thought about writing about it until I was well into my thirties. In some papers gardening is seen as the very outer reaches of purgatory – indeed the phrase ‘gardening leave’ is a metaphor for banishment from the centre of all worldly business – whereas the Observer has fostered a long line of garden writers dealing with the centre of their own universe.


I suppose that is at the heart of these pages. It all really matters to me. Occasionally I churn out an article that is a quasi-essay (none of which appears in the following pages, I assure you), and I hate doing it and hate myself for succumbing to hackery. Because I am a rank amateur, without any formal training and, crucially, with no links to the world of commercial horticulture in any guise, there is no point in being anything other than subjective. As a consequence, I nearly always write about my own garden and the effect it has on me and my family. Everything here is personal.


It is pure coincidence that the Observer job exactly coincides with the making of our garden. It was an open field until April 1993 and now, twelve years on, has twenty separate areas or gardens that probably appear ageless to most visitors. Making all this has been grist to the Observer mill – about a million words of grist – but absolutely nothing has been done for the column. I have merely used it as an excuse to justify some of the expense of what I was going to do anyway.


I was recently quoted as saying that I prefer my own garden to any other that I have seen, and I certainly do. But I mean this in exactly the way that I prefer my wife to anyone else’s wife that I have ever met, or my children to any others. The bond is inextricable and soil-deep. Everything in my garden has meaning and memories attached to it, from individual plants to the broad sweep of design. Therefore my family, animals, meals and events are all an important part of my gardening life and crop up within these pages along with all the unhorticultural bits and pieces of life that do not suddenly vanish when I set foot into the garden.


This is the second volume of my Observer pieces. The first, Gardening Mad, was published in 1997, so the bulk of this selection is chosen from the last eight years, although I have tried to get some kind of representative spread to span the entire period since I wrote the first article. The format of the book is based upon the calendar, with the 52 pieces starting on New Year’s Day and running sequentially through the year, although quite happily leaping years or even a decade in the process. Between September 1998 and July 2004 I wrote a 500-word extra bit each week, called ‘My Roots’, which was a kind of blog of what I had been up to in the previous seven days. Unlike a blog, it actually referred, because of magazine lead times, to events of two weeks or more before publication, but I loved doing it and the feedback I received was tremendous. However, this did not stop it becoming a casualty of one of the inevitable ‘re-designs’ that newspapers feel the need to impose on their readers. I have included one of these shorter pieces alongside each of the ‘main’ articles. However, the two run parallel and if they both come from the same date it is entirely coincidental.


During this twelve-year period I have appeared a great deal on British television, mostly on programmes about gardens and gardening, culminating with Gardeners’ World on the BBC. Whilst I enjoy this enormously and it is clearly perceived to be my main job, the limitations of television are potentially frustrating. Words are always secondary to pictures, and everything is inevitably the result of a team working together. At best it pools the disparate skills of a harmonious team to create a sum greater than its parts; at worst it is art by committee, with all the compromises and frustrations that inevitably ensue.


But the beauty of a column is that it is a solo effort. So this book is my voice alone and I take full responsibility for all opinions and views expressed. Any mistakes are a result of my own ignorance or carelessness. However, I should like to thank the two editors of the Observer Magazine of the past ten years, Justine Picardie and Allan Jenkins, who have both encouraged and helped me in every way possible. Also my editor at Hodder, Richard Atkinson, who, as ever, has been a profound and entirely benign influence. But by far the most important person in this book is my wife Sarah. She reads everything I write before it goes to press and invariably makes astute suggestions, not least in tempering my own instincts to burn bridges and leap over cliffs. The most significant thing is that we garden together as an indivisible team and have done so now for 26 years. I may sit in this room overlooking the garden writing on my own, but I have absolutely no concept of gardening alone. The garden – and all my work – is of her and to her and from her.




January
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01.01.95


The passing of December to January changes little. Things look sullenly the same. But it is a chance to take stock and make resolutions. Here are mine:




1. Make people take gardening less seriously. If you garden with gaiety then you are immediately at the heart of a great mystery that will unfold new revelations for the rest of your days. If you garden with solemnity you will rapidly become – if you are not already – a boring old fart. Remember – ‘All things fall and are built again/And those that build them again are gay’.1 Good gardeners are people who build again.


2. Make people take gardening more seriously. This is a matter of integration. All those who get real fulfilment from gardening have it suffused into their lives. But gardening is generally perceived as a ‘hobby’ (such a dismissive word!) or something to do when you have time – as though there is only time available when everything else is spoken for. I realise that most people (myself included) have too little time to spare, but you can design your garden around and into your life so that they are in harmony rather than at odds with one another.
     Books, television programmes and articles have a tendency to treat gardening as a series of tasks to get done and out of the way in order that one might get on with the pleasurable business of living. This is a pity and a mistake.


3. Keep a diary. This must be a record of everything that happens in the garden, as it happens. I was advised to do this in my business career by a successful money-maker who told me to ‘diarise’ everything. The word put me off for a year, but since then I have, and it works. You write down everything after it happens, as a future reference. You should note the weather, everything sown and planted, what is flowering, all failures and disasters, what is ordered and tools bought. One year I did this in a beautifully bound book, with hand-cut pages and ‘Garden Journal’ inscribed on the frontispiece in my best handwriting, but it did not work. It was too fancy to be a workaday tool. Get a page-a-day desk diary and treat it without deference, getting mud on the pages, using whatever writing tool is to hand, but above all using it.2


4. Propagate. Seeds are cheap and cuttings cheaper, layering is easy and budding good fun. By propagating busily you dramatically increase your stock of plants and, perhaps more important, control their breed and upbringing. You are also making something from scratch, working much more closely with the garden. A direct analogy is in the kitchen, where if you make a soup from home-made stock, paring the vegetables and chopping the herbs fresh from the garden, it is immeasurably more satisfying than if you buy a can containing the same ingredients that you merely heat and serve.


5. Spend! Spend! Spend! Compared to other parts of my life that only give me a fraction of the pleasure, I am mean and scrimping about garden expenditure. I know that I am not alone in this. People begrudge a hundred pounds on a dozen plants that will last as many years whereas they will blow as much on a bad meal with friends they don’t really like. With credit cards and excellent catalogues, buying plants has never been easier. I resolve to be generous to my garden.


6. Make better paths. Unless you have exceptionally well-drained soil or look after the grass well so that it is thick and well-rooted, I think that much used paths must be hard-surfaced. This costs money and is a palaver to do, but not difficult. You do not have to use one consistent material and you can play with patterns and combinations. Don’t be superior about concrete slabs. They are seldom as beautiful as natural stone but are often not a bad second choice.


7. Get gaudy. I am fed up with cool good taste and pastels. I shall plant more rich, sumptuous colours along with bright oranges, yellows and crimsons.


8. Take a photograph from the same few positions each weekend. It is easy to forget how much things change over the year, and all planting and planning depends upon an awareness of these changes. A pictorial record of the garden taken from the same aspects at the same time of day is a great help, good fun and a good record.3





06.01.02 My Roots


Real New Year resolutions are edged with failure because they imply a need for radical change. They reek of make-over mentality. Of course I don’t let a little thing like that get between myself and a whole batch of fresh resolutions still warm and unbroken from New Year’s Day. The main trouble is that they are old resolutions repeated. Yes, I want to plant new bulbs, but only because I didn’t plant the bulbs that I promised I was going to this last autumn. Yes, I must renew all the hurdle fencing, but if there was a good source of hazel I would have done it before, because it is easy and I enjoy it. Of course I want to spend more time in the garden, but that is only possible if I am either more efficient with my time or get paid more for doing less. The former is a lost cause and the latter is a desire hardly limited to New Year.


There is actually one good thought that I do intend to stick with this year and next: keep the edges crisp. I know that it will work, because I have been doing it for the past month and it is easy and makes all the difference in the world. I think that this is a spin-off from having the garden constantly photographed. (I have two separate photographers coming every few weeks for a book I am doing, and this will continue for the next eight or nine months.) It makes you look with the unforgiving eye of a lens. If you analyse photographs of all the really good gardens, they share a certain sharpness of focus at all exits and entrances and along all straight lines. This then allows a high degree of softness and fuzziness in other places. It is a tightening of structure that allows liberation within it. I have been going round the garden trimming hedges and edges for just that reason and it has made a huge difference. Our hedges are the most dominant aspect of the garden from November through to April, so it makes sense to have them looking really good at that time, whereas I have always seen hedge-cutting as a summer activity. A winter trim also stays trim until March.


Lest this all sounds a bit anal, I have also been wasting time in a carefree sort of way, tooling around doing little things in between the gaps in the weather. I shifted strawberry plants about to make better use of the space. I can’t pretend that this had anything to do with keeping the edges crisp. It was more like rearranging the plates in the cupboard, which, if I am honest, was one of the reasons I liked doing it.


02.01.05


You get older, you slow down. Failure feels like less of a humiliation and more of a balanced return. My dog is getting old and she is lying at my feet as I write this – as she has done for almost every article I have written for these pages over the past nine years – snoring and groaning and farting. I took her to the vet because the groans seemed to be increasing, and she had a cancerous tumour removed a year or so back with a seventy per cent chance of remission. I dreaded the stoicism at my feet. It turns out that she’s fine. She has arthritis. She’s getting old. But the advice to us groaning old dogs is to keep moving. Stay still too long and it gets harder to start again every time.


Well, this is a start of sorts. The garden does not acknowledge the calendar in any kind of handy way, and if there is a ‘new year’ in the garden then it probably happens around the end of October – but increasingly I feel that we are confused about all that sort of stuff. There are no gardens without us. The garden does not really exist, or at least not independently of us. So it is perfectly reasonable to take stock and to impose a fresh start on the garden and ourselves. It is all part of keeping moving or, at least, of not grinding to a groaning halt.


One of the things that I want to do in 2005 is rely less on labour-saving kit. I am starting to feel profoundly irresponsible using endless noisy machines to do jobs that could be done as well by hand. It might take a little longer and be slightly harder work, but there are few bits of mechanical baggage that improve the quality of the garden and equally few that improve the quality of life for the gardeners and their neighbours. I am thinking of hedge cutters, mowers, strimmers, rotavators, vacuum blowers, chainsaws, ride-on mowers – all the toys that boys fall on so intently. There are millions and millions of gardeners burning fuel, making noise and, equally important, distancing themselves from the place behind a barrier of mechanical sound and fury. It is not good.


Now, I must put in a qualifier. I use all this stuff. It is like cars. I hate and detest what cars have done to this country and the world at large, but I use them all the same. But I think that simply to accuse myself (before you do) of being hypocritical is a cop-out and intellectually lazy. In order to do anything practical about what seems to me to be a transparently bad situation, there has to be a series of workable compromises.


This year I am going to try and cut out as much mechanical kit as possible. It will mean more physical work, but the old groaning bones need that. For years I measured the quality of my soil preparation by the silkiness of the tilth that I prepared by repeated rotavating, but there is no logic to this. A fork and rake will do the job well enough. Seedlings and plants in general cope pretty well with a fairly coarse soil finish, and the soil structure seems to get active benefit, becoming less compacted and being much slower to form a crust or ‘cap’.


If someone developed a genuinely well-made push-mower I would certainly use it, for some of my grass at any rate. When we lived in London I had an old one which I bought for a few quid in a junk shop, and it was great for our bit of grass. I am sure that must be true for most urban gardens. It goes without saying that there would be a huge exercise benefit.4


Hedge-cutting is another modifiable activity. Shears are now hardly used by anyone, but they do a good job, and are quick, safe and quiet. Obviously electric hedge clippers are better than petrol ones, but you can buy an awful lot of shears for the same money and you will not be restricted by the length of electric cable or dry weather.


Thinking along the same lines, it always amazes me that people have so readily bought into the notion of garden centres. They are simply another type of supermarket, with all the limitations that this implies. People are beginning to wise up to the nefarious stranglehold that supermarkets have on our food, but is it any better with garden centres? Are their plants and products produced ethically and with all the considerations of fair trade? Perhaps they are. But I think we should always ask, and get an answer. I don’t want garden centres to go away, but this country has an under-used resource of thousands of small nurseries, all run by experts and all producing superb material at bargain prices. Why do we not use them more than we do? Is it really so hard to shop by mail order or the internet or by making a short local journey in the dreaded car?


Talking of supermarkets, I shall be focusing more than ever on growing good food from my garden this year. I always try but always feel that there is room for improvement, and especially so in the past few years. The secret is a continuous low-level attention to detail. This means sourcing good varieties and seeds, sowing and pricking out when it is best for the plants rather than when it fits round all my other various activities, weeding and watering when it will do most good, and harvesting when things are at their tastiest. Put all those little things together and it makes a huge difference. I started this past year to alter my soil preparation regime, digging much less and adding less manure. I am inclined to think that as long as all compaction is broken up and an inch of garden compost is worked into the surface just before planting out or sowing, then there is no need for any other cultivation. Deep digging has its place, but only where there is very poor soil structure and the need to add lots of organic material. I am also mindful that digging adds carbon to the atmosphere, and if it is sensible to cut down on the use of fossil fuels in the garden then it is equally sensible to cut down on digging.


Finally, I want to set in motion some hawthorn topiary. We all tend to think of topiary as an exclusively evergreen thing. But it doesn’t need to be at all, and I think that the bare winter branches could be really good. There we are: I have ended as I mean to continue – on a positive note.


16.01.00 My Roots


Seeing as it is a new century and all that, let me deconstruct a journalistic pretence. I write these words at least two weeks before you read them, and at certain times of the year, especially Christmas, one stockpiles columns to meet holiday deadlines. So the last time I wrote about my garden was in fact four weeks ago, and this is the first ‘My Roots’ of this year. The contents of the last two columns were based partly upon what I had already done before Christmas and partly on good intentions. I am glad to say that almost all these good intentions were drowned in alcohol and sloth.


The truth is that I did precious little over the holiday period and feel not the tiniest shred of guilt about it. The weather had something to do with it as we went from minus 12 to snow, tempest and then flooding in Christmas week. Although it meant we could not have a bath or use the dishwasher or washing machine over the Christmas period (the septic tank is absurdly close to the flood line and to move it would mean major reconstructive surgery to the garden – I would rather go unwashed), the garden seemed to cope. The most visible loss was all the top growth from the artichokes and cardoons, which had been very lush, but that was always chancing it a little, global warming or not. As ever the flooding brought a mass of debris into the spring garden, but it was an excuse to tidy it up and I spent a happy day doing that. The snowdrops and hellebores are racing each other for the best show. The snowdrops will win the first lap but the hellebores will take the race unless there is a catastrophe.


I made my first batch of soil blocks with the new soil blocker and sowed onion seed. All have germinated and the blocks seem OK. It is hard to know how good or bad they are, as I have not handled them and do not intend to until there are sufficient roots to hold them together. They are on the mist propagation bench, which seems to be keeping them at the right state of moisture to stop them drying up and cracking apart. For the record, I used three parts coir, three parts sieved garden compost, two parts sharp sand, two parts sieved loam. These soil blockers were always intended to have peat as the main binding agent, and the coir is a substitute for that, but I want to cut it out if possible and shall be experimenting accordingly.


I also cut all the hornbeam hedges to a uniform height, just using my secateurs. It involved taking off up to four feet in some places and just a few snippets in others, treading carefully through flower borders, veg and shrubby growth. Whilst this might seem excessively pernickety, the job was spread over about ten meditative and enjoyable days.


04.01.04


It is no coincidence that New Year resolutions are made when the garden is at its bleakest. You are, after all, giving yourself an easy ride. Things can only get better.


In fact I am deeply cynical about resolutions of any kind. They are founded upon a core of guilt and tend to be a list of what you ought to have done last year rather than what you really plan to do this coming twelve months. If you are serious about doing something, then put your energies into doing what you can today. I speak as someone whose desk is piled high with unanswered letters (if one of them is from you I am truly sorry – and ashamed) and whose list of unwritten books grows longer every year – which may be a blessed relief to the book-buying public but is a real source of dissatisfaction to me. But at least I don’t believe my own excuses any more. I do not do things that I profess to want to do because, at some level, I choose not to do them. Simple as that.


Better to set targets for today and stick to them. I am a great believer in the one-day-at-a-time approach to getting things done. It certainly works in the garden. Dig just a little every day and a big area soon gets dug. Doing something – anything – for just fifteen minutes every day invariably gets more done over the months than great bursts of activity leavened by guilty inaction. And to get the full benefit this should not be too structured or measured. Simply potter.


All the best gardeners are potterers. The secret of pottering is to see it as an enjoyable activity in itself rather than as a good way of ticking things off a list. I have a standard question that I ask myself if I get struck by teleological doubts: would I continue doing this if I knew that in thirty minutes’ time I was about to have a heart attack? But if I am to go early then I am as happy to go whilst pottering in the garden as at almost any other moment. This is something I have always loved and I will continue to potter for as much of 2004 as I can.


I have now been in this garden for twelve years, which is longer than any other in my life, and the structure is largely there now. If I was passing on any single resolve for the coming year I would say take whatever steps you can to get the structure of the garden in as soon as you can. It is never too late to make a big difference. There is a paralysis that takes hold when, after a few years of making a garden, you think that you have missed the boat with the structure. Hedges are not there, and it feels too late to do anything about it. In fact it never is.


Even from scratch – especially from scratch – you can always quietly come up on an outside lane and transform the outlines with a batch of cuttings. Even if you have the money to buy any quantity and quality of plant you fancy, be modest. Buy small. They always grow better and faster than enormously expensive mature plants. Forget the dramatic transformations and actions. Resolve to potter.


23.01.00 My Roots


Every garden has its own weeds. They are part of the genius of the place. In my parents’ garden in chalky Hampshire it was ground elder. In our last garden the horsetail was king. Here it is bindweed. We have nettles – horrible ones with roots the colour of a baby bird’s gaping beak and a sting like a second-degree burn – but that does not daunt us. Nettles can be bashed and cut and composted and swamped. We have thistles and docks and creeping buttercup, not to mention the couch grass in the vegetable garden and the horseradish in the holly hedge. We have more of all of these than bindweed, but bindweed is what wakes me sweating in the eye of the night. (Well, OK, that is a slight exaggeration, but you get the drift.)


There is a patch of the stuff in the garden that we have tried to limit to one area. The problem has been that this area contains the cross junction of two hedges, and the bindweed has coiled in amongst the hornbeam roots with sneering permanency. But we have now removed one of these hedges to extend the jewel garden and have unearthed barrowloads of pale bindweed roots, looking like a cross between spaghetti and stretched maggots. Every tiny brittle section is a future infestation, and hours have been spent trying to pick bits out of the mud with frozen fingers.


I had planted a dozen different types of species roses along here some years ago – Rosa sericea f. pteracantha, R. moyesii, R. willmottiae et al. – and they have grown well. Hugely well. I like species roses; they have an uncomplicated vigour allied to subtlety and delicacy. To disturb them in any way would undo the years of health and lose the really impressive structures that they had, for the most part, become. But the bindweed had snaked under and into them and, having started the eradication process, there was nothing for it but to cut them all back brutally, dig them up – no little job as their vigour worked below as well as above ground – and pot them up whilst we went through the ground with our version of a fine-tooth comb – a fork and fingers. I know that this is precisely the right course of action and that the roses will survive this kind of upheaval remarkably well, and that I would always have regretted missing the opportunity of radical action against the bindweed, but at the same time it is a shame.


Some years ago I was given a Clematis cirrhosa ‘Freckles’. This is the delicately lobed, evergreen, winter-flowering variety. I had previously grown C. cirrhosa var. balearica without any problems and loved its hanging bells of lemon flowers at this time of year. ‘Freckles’ got hit by frost each of its first three years. Every time I thought it had been killed, and every time it regrew. It is now, after six years, sprawled all over a hawthorn but without a hint of flower. Yesterday I was peering up into it and saw the first few buds and half-opened flowers. It is a heart-lurch of pleasure. The prodigal returns.


17.01.99


A new year and little green shoots are pricking up out of the ground and the buds are swelling on the bare branches. It would seem that the ground is creaking to life after the kind of death of midwinter. That is good and exciting – but not true, of course. Like the pathetically hopeful message on Victorian gravestones, the garden was not dead but sleeping. This is a kind of virtual dying, like the cancer scare that is enough to make you realise just how lucky you are to be alive. This ontological gratitude lasts only for a moment or two before life kicks back in and makes you realise just how difficult it can be to exist. That’s fine. Gardens are complex and messy and, as in life, there are few easy fixes. A better motto for gardening than Victorian headstone whimsy is the reply of the Buddha when asked what dying was like: ‘It changes.’


It is one of the curious contradictions of modern life that whilst we are presented with a stream of instant experiences and as wide a range of choice as possible, steady revolving change is often judged to be threatening. I know that a lot of inexperienced gardeners would like things held at a perfect static moment and treat the variations of growth and season as an encroaching tide that ruins the sandcastle. This is not the way that it is. Gardens have seasons, not lives, and a better analogy than a tide is to think of the garden as a running stream with occasional pools and waterfalls.


But some changes in the garden involve real, irreversible death. I have been writing for months now about my yews in the front of the house which are sick and, I now concede, dying. The reality of this is that I face not just the loss of slow-growing, expensive plants that were just hitting their aesthetic stride, but also a radical change in the landscape, as hedges have to be grubbed out and burnt. It is the death of a scheme and a view that had become part of the household, as well as the death of the individual plants.


Some years ago – January 1990 to be precise – we had a great storm in western Britain every bit as bad as the more famous one of October ’87. Eleven mature trees were blown down in our garden in a fifteen-minute blast. It was brilliant. Two years’ worth of firewood (although none of it was burnable for two years) and spaces where there had previously been immovable fixtures. Mind you, there was a hell of a mess to clear up, with torn roots leaving gaping craters in the ground and branches all over the place, but nothing that a chainsaw and tractor couldn’t fix. By April, long-dormant daffodils were growing where roots had been, and those clumps that had been shaded by the canopies were flowering twice as well as before. The new grass grew. It changed.


This happens all the time in woods, of course. A tree crashes down, a space is made and plants like primroses, violets and bluebells respond immediately to the new levels of light and increase accordingly. The puny seedlings of the tree that fell, which have struggled to survive in its shade, become vigorous saplings. And so it goes.


But each season there are losses in the garden that seem to carry no good with them. Nothing seems to fill the space so well. It is odd how the same plant put in the same place is somehow never the same. Only change will do. I think that this is because the thing is the accumulation of its past and final form, as well as its future potential. If you are able to find another plant, identical in size and form, you might just replicate the most recent manifestation of the plant that is lost, but still forgo all the past, without which it is sham.


Plants need a personal history if they are to have meaning in your garden. This is why ‘instant’ gardens never convince. Without meaning, plants merely become a theme park or show garden. But if you go back to beginnings and put in an immature plant that in time should by rights become very similar, then you are investing enormous faith in the future, with the real risk that by the time it becomes the thing you want it to be, other things will have moved on and it will be irrelevant. I know that this is a constant debate within National Trust gardens – playing off the opposing demands of running living, evolving places against the public’s desire to see a garden embalmed at the point at which it was handed over. Visitors want a museum and a memorial, but the truth is that only living, vital gardens awash with constant change are at all interesting.


Even more problematic is the extent to which death in its less dramatic manifestations should be displayed. Should one leave withered fronds to overwinter, or should you cut back hard and tidy death away?


Northern light becomes the subtle browns and bleached umbers of dead foliage and stems very well. However, while lingering, dry death has a faded beauty, sodden death is merely depressing. Any foliage that starts to rot should be removed as a lost cause. You can plant to maximise the decorative qualities of the slow death each winter. Grasses such as most miscanthus, molinia and pennisetum hold well into winter, even one as dank and miserable as this. Dried beech and hornbeam leaves look fine on a hedge but must be swept up once fallen – that is a death too far. The dead stems of evening primrose are now rattle-bone dry and the opened seed pods – looking as though cast in bronze – make more attractive dry ‘flowers’ than the conventional blooms of summer. In my opinion. Fennel stems, feverfew and old man’s beard (Clematis vitalba) are all positive attractions in the winter garden, their dried dead husks defying the wettest weather.


I like dead trees too. William Kent carefully ‘planted’ a dead tree at Stowe so that it created exactly the right effect for his carefully contrived picturesque landscape – much to the subsequent derision of plantsmen, but it seems a reasonable thing to do. That kind of starkness can only come with death. Perhaps a better reason for not cutting down a dead tree is to provide a slowly rotting environment for insects and therefore birds within the garden. As ever, too much tidiness is an ecological disaster, inside the garden and out. If a tree or shrub, or even a perennial, does die on you, and you are determined to clear it away and replace it, do not consider it truly dead until it has appeared to be dead for a year. It is astonishing how many things will revive from a seemingly hopeless position.


27.01.02 My Roots


The natural order of things has returned. The hens are laying again. This is a slight exaggeration as they have produced the grand total of three eggs in the last eight days, but this is a 300 per cent increase on the previous three months, so celebrations are unconfined. I am only half joking. The first eggs of spring don’t just seem a culinary treat as they are incomparably nicer to eat than any eggs you can buy, but it also has real significance for the garden. It sets the natural order of things straight. I have been pouring food into the birds for week after week, locking them up at night and letting them out first thing, spent hours moving their fencing so that they can have fresh grass, and been forced to make that fencing good, because I fence the chickens not so much to keep the foxes out as to keep the birds firmly in. I know that in the ideal organic scheme of things they would be earning their winter keep by charmingly working their way round the orchard, eating all the leatherjackets and bugs, but they run as fast as their stumpy legs will take them straight to the newly planted hedges that have been painstakingly mulched, and systematically work along the hedge-line, scattering the mulch into the long grass so that it cannot be properly regathered – assuming that one had the time for such things.


Before Christmas, I bought a bag of tulips from the local farm shop. They are two hundred ‘Queen of Sheba’ and one hundred ‘White Triumphator’. They were happy to clear their stock and I got them for a song. The plan was to rush home and plant them immediately and not to worry if they came up a little late. I did the rushing home bit and did not think about them again until I discovered them in their bags in the potting-shed, quietly sprouting. However, we have planted them all the same, just putting them in about an inch deep. Whether they will develop enough root structure is debatable, but something might be salvaged. The truth is that this kind of careless neglect and general all-over-the-shopness is not atypical. But let him who is without sloth and chaos cast the first rotten bulb.


20.01.02


An A–Z of Gardening in 2002:


Annuals are the nearest that you need to come to quick fixes or instant gardening (see below under M for enlargement on this theme) as everything, from seed to seedhead, happens in a season, which is invariably a lot less than a year. You don’t need a greenhouse or even a seed bed to grow them. Sow direct where they are to flower and for the price of a dud perennial from a garden centre you can have dozens of different flowers and hundreds of plants.


It is taken as given by half the population that gardening is Boring. Whilst accepting that people have the right to be bored by whatsoever they choose, although football, opera and local politics might seem more natural candidates, there is a certain lack of logic in this. No one ever accuses farming or cooking of being boring. It is true, however, that lots of gardens are as dull as dishwater. This is because they strive after the ‘finished’ thing, thereby missing the whole point. Gardening is about doing and being, not what has been done and has been. So here’s to the endlessly diverting process of quietly gardening, about which not enough celebration is made.


It is a problem for people with a small garden to get enough material to make a decent Compost heap. All the devices for getting round this are pretty useless. Yet to have a healthy organic garden (or even, wash my mouth out with soap and water, a non-organic one) you must have a supply of your own compost. Why doesn’t every council take compostable rubbish away and make it available as the finished article?


Decking is, and always has been, a very bad idea. It only ever looks good as the flooring for a veranda that overhangs a slope, and even then it must be roofed, or else in our wet climate it is too slippery to walk on. It was promoted entirely as a result of being a cheap, easy option in television make-over programmes. And I know about these things.


E is for Evergreens. This is a bit of a cheat, as I really mean year-round green, but G is already spoken for. The more I garden and the less that I know that I know, the more I realise the importance of green in the garden. You cannot have too much of it. I don’t just mean having it – which, on the whole, is not too difficult to organise in this country – but making the most of the hundreds of different greens available.


F is for Flower shows, which I love as long as they are put on as a jolly celebration of all that is vital about the gardening world. The best ones tend to be locally based, like Southport. In the past the grand shows have been hijacked by the horticulturists (see under B for boring) and at present are in danger of being taken over by corporate PRs (see under W for waste of space).


I got ticked off by my elder sister over Christmas for not paying enough attention to Garden centres, where ‘most of us get our plants’. I can see that it is easy to be snotty about them and treat them as an organic foodie might look down at a supermarket, but most of them are horrible. Expensive horrible at that. But I promise to try and visit them more often and to learn to love them better. Perhaps.


Hazel (Corylus avellana) is a magical plant, as important to me and any garden of mine as sweet pea, rose or lily. Its leaves, lit by May sunshine, are stained glass, its stems more useful than any piece of machinery, its nuts the only ones I really like and, best of all, it makes its own ecosystem of plants, birds and insects that delights more with every passing year.


I would like to be buried in a hazel coppice.


I am a great fan of Hugh Johnson. I know that he is famous for wine and I know that he is no lyrical poet, but for grown-up clarity there are few to match him in any age. Try The Principles of Gardening or his Encyclopaedia of Trees. Trees are not gardening, huh? See T below.


Kit is bad, tools are good. The trouble is, like all boys and most gardeners, I love kit. But the garden kit market is flooded with useless rubbish. All gardeners should have hand tools that they love and cherish, but go through your gadgets and gizmos and whittle them down to what is really essential. Be especially tough on anything that claims to be ‘labour-saving’: this is usually a lie.


It will never win any prizes as the most beautiful, fragrant, dramatic or romantic of plants, but summer would not be complete without Lychnis coronaria.5


Make-over is an ugly word. I particularly hate make-overs on television. They make gardens look like a horticultural version of a shopping mall. They also devalue the process of transformation that happens naturally and surprisingly quickly through time and hard work. What makes it even more annoying is that some of the programmes – and Ground Force is a case in point – are extremely well made.


I have taken pot shots at the National Trust on these pages over the years, and it is an easy target, sitting in the water like a staid old duck. But if it did not exist we would have to invent it in a form remarkably similar to that which it has today, although perhaps a little less solemn and reverential. National Trust gardens are an amazing resource and remarkably accessible and good value. More power (and money) to them.


Time to wave the Organic flag again. There is no easy, quick solution, save a gradual realisation that we have sorely abused this planet and must start to respect it and ourselves a little more. This has to begin at home if it is to be anything beyond pious hot air. It is up to us. There is no need to join or renounce anything. Just garden organically, quietly and modestly at home. This way we will change the world.


Primroses still make my heart sing, and I saw my first one in our little coppice last week. This is what I garden for.


Quantity not quality is often much nicer and better in a garden. We still suffer from the Victorian hangover of reverence for specimens, which makes for interesting but ugly gardens. Gardeners fall into two camps: those who use their plot to house a growing collection of plants and those who want to make a beautiful space. Whilst the two are by no means mutually exclusive, I belong firmly in the latter school and I am growing increasingly fond of ordinary plants used confidently with a sense of scale.


The Royal Horticultural Society behaves as though the horticultural world is all one large country estate, with shows and gardens that we, the visiting public, are kindly allowed in to share as long as we keep our noses clean, don’t ask awkward questions and don’t frighten the horses. At the same time it does genuinely good work and, like the National Trust, would probably need to be invented if it did not exist. But why so pompous and stuffy? Why so out of touch with life as it is generally lived? And why, oh why Wisley?6


Snobbery is still too prevalent in the gardening world. It is rooted in the fact that to climb through the social classes in Britain you must acquire a large country house somewhere along the way with a large well-stocked garden attached to it. It is not necessary to garner any love or knowledge of gardening, although a smattering of Latin plant names goes a long way to ensuring social success. It is a middle-England thing, this snobbery, genteel and vicious and without any redeeming features. These people’s respect for those in authority has an edge of desperation that feeds their contempt for those beneath. Surely it is time to chuck all that on to the compost heap of aspiration?


Trees are garden plants too. The make-over mentality does not suit their cultivation unless they come ready-grown and delivered by crane, but there is a huge pleasure to be had from growing trees from small saplings, even in a very small garden.


Underneath our feet is the great undiscovered frontier. Science has barely scratched the surface of knowledge about the billions of small creatures that live in the soil, working to digest organic material and create a rich and balanced humus. It is an underworld of infinite complexity and wonder, and we treat it with contempt simply because we cannot see it. Farming has done its ignorant best to destroy the soil, egged on by foolish governments and bribed by greedy ‘food’ manufacturers. Gardeners at least can learn to love the earth they tread upon.


It is important not to trust any politician, scientist, manufacturer, even journalist, until you have established exactly what their Vested interests are. Science, in particular, is held to ransom by chemical and food companies as increasingly these are financing research. For the record my own motives, if not vested interests, are money, vanity and anger.


Westbury Court in Gloucestershire is a wonderful garden. I went there about seven years ago with my family and for three hours we were the only visitors. I must make an effort to go back this spring, when the tulips are out.


Xerophytic plants (look it up) are not the only ones that cope without water. We seem to have got obsessed by watering. Other than when you plant anything, there is hardly any need for it except for plants in containers, greenhouses or annuals. We get more than enough rain to do the job.


Youth culture still obsesses television and advertisers. This is partly because an astonishingly unrepresentative number of people who work in television are under thirty and regard life after forty as an unimaginable, beslippered old age. The upshot is the absence of grown-up representations of gardening on television – part of the general juvenility of modern life – even though the demographic make-up of the nation is steadily getting older. There is a notion that things have to be whappy! and zappy! and fun! to be interesting and entertaining. They don’t.


Zzzzzzzzzz. That’s quite enough.


1 W. B. Yeats: ‘Lapis Lazuli’ – should be required reading for all gardeners – and politicians.


2 This is pure pontification, as I didn’t take my own advice. I regret this very much as I would have liked a more complete and intimate record of the creation of my garden.


3 Digital cameras changed my horticultural life. I treat them like the day-to-day diary and these thousands of snaps provide source material for all my written work.


4 This is a running sore in the Don household. I have trained regularly in some way or other for the past thirty years, and every single time I put on tracksuit, running shoes or whatever, Sarah will say, ‘Why can’t you do something useful with all that energy?’ And every time I know that she has the high moral ground. And every time I take no notice of her.


5 Blimey – the barrel was being scraped a bit blatantly there.


6 When I wrote this I was not making television programmes for anyone and managed to offend the BBC, garden centres, the National Trust and the RHS all in one go. This slightly embarrasses me now, but at the time I was warming my January bones by burning some bridges.




February
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04.02.01


It is snowing. The flakes stream into the torchlight like a crowd flowing across a bridge, each one unknowably different, all exactly the same. But look up and the snow piles out of the dark like a weightless waterfall, tumbling from a black nowhere to your face. Snow at night is like the roof falling in, quietly. I suppose that the quiet is as much the essence of my garden at night as the lack of light, and that is one of the privileges of living here out in the sticks. Another man’s nocturnal weather is accompanied by a soundtrack of traffic roar and people noisily doing what night people do. Our silence is complete for moments at a time and I have always felt compelled at night to move silently, carefully, aware that the space I fill is a clumsy intrusion. Our dark is measured by the moon and stars and their relative obscurity, not by streetlamps, shop lights or headlights. The effect of this, with its stillness and gaze into the vast mass of the universe, is slightly perversely to make the garden at night a fine and private place.


I have always loved my nightly walk round the garden, even in weather a lot less romantic than snow or frost. Which is just as well, given that it is normally not snow cutting through the torchlight but rain and more rain. The lack of light puts a fresh face on the place. The garden is simplified but not reduced. The good bits are coloured by memory and the bad bits smudged out. In fact, although we do sometimes have complete silence (but not often, of which more anon) we never have complete dark. The moon figures a lot and I am always aware of its stages, from the shiniest fingernail rim in the late afternoon, to a full, fat, orange harvest moon in September. Talking of which, we had the most marvellous exhibition of the full lunar eclipse the other day in a completely clear sky. It had the effect of not just making the moon a russet colour but of giving it more dimension, so that for an hour or so it was this amber ball in the sky rather than its usual disc-like self. I have tried to become knowledgeable about lunar planting and have read various books prescribing to the day when and what to put in the ground according to the phases, but it seems that there is something a little mechanical and unsubtle about this.1 It reminds me of feng shui, which, although based on common sense and intuition, is undoubtedly a load of old rubbish as soon as it becomes a marketable creed. You need the irrational, harassed, all-too-human element to make gardens come alive, and that invariably means putting the beans in when the moon is on the wane (or vice versa), just when the book says on no account plant legumes until the moon is waxing (or vice versa). The lunar flow to go with is inside your veins, not a book, and if you spend ten minutes or so outside in your garden every night you will soon tune in. It must be outside of course – looking through the window is cheating. You need the wind. You need the rain.


I take the stars for granted because, when there are no clouds, they are always there. Masses of them, billowing and shifting like a blizzard. I am no astronomer but I can edge my way round the sky, finding the Plough and from there the Pole Star, locating the square of Pegasus and working up to the only galaxy visible to the naked eye (and that only if you look away and catch it shimmering right at the edge of vision). When I was thinking about this article I realised that the night sky belongs almost entirely to my garden. I hardly ever come across it anywhere else. I take it on trust that other people have access to it too, but for all its billions of miles and galaxies and planets and moons, it is as local and personal as this year’s crop of beans or the knobbly outline on the pruned limes.


I mentioned that we have total silence from time to time, but it is perhaps only for a minute or two a week. In modern life that is quite a lot, but for most of the night the garden is busy with noise. The loudest and most shocking of the lot is heard at this time of year: the scream of the vixen looking for her mate. Nothing is more bloodcurdling or inhuman than that. Part of me loves to hear it, because it is a privilege to have foxes prowling around at night, but another part immediately does a mental check to see if I have locked up the hens. No doubt it will become a thing of the past if the absurd anti-hunting bill goes through and all the country foxes are wiped out by gun and gas, as surely they will be, in the countryside at least.2 We have tawny owls and little owls, although the latter make most noise at dusk and dawn. In our last house and garden there was a large orchard rising on a slope immediately behind the house. One year an owl nested and had two young that stayed within the orchard after they had left the nest. As they grew they tested their voices more and more, answering each other hoot for hoot. By the end of August they were getting good at it and would scream and blare for hours at a time with astonishing volume just a few yards from our bedroom window. The memory is a treasure, but the experience was notably devoid of sleep.


In a week or two the first curlews will come back and start their fluting, warbling call before it gets light. As we go into March and April this carries on almost through the night and the day and is perhaps the best, most haunting birdsound that there is. When I was a student my father made me a tape of the dawn chorus in early March, standing in his garden at 6 am with a primitive tape recorder, and sent it to me. I could only bear to listen to it once. It was a heartbreaking, deeply disturbing sound, like glimpsing someone you love passing on a train. The robin, blackbird and thrush slowly breaking the dark and going insane with song as the dawn rose. Now I would rather lose sleep than miss any of it at all.


I have to admit one thing that I hate about night. Bats. The only tolerable bat is a dead one and I would willingly cause all bats in the UK to die today of a mysterious disease. I know that this sort of thing provokes flurries of outraged letters, but save your ink,3 because this is a deep-seated irrational loathing based on fear and not open to any reason. I know that bats eat thousands of noxious insects in every garden, and I know that they do no known harm, but that kind of knowledge is not enough. They literally make my flesh creep, and a bat in the house is my yardstick of hell. From April to October they bombard me as I work or walk in the garden at dusk and only willpower makes me do it night after summer night. I think I hate them most for making me feel so frightened, along with the knowledge that the fear is unreasonable and therefore cannot be reasoned away. I suppose that I am frightened of something else and they are the unbreakable link to that thing – and I shall never know what it is. A bad dream. Having said this, I do like to watch the noctules flying above the river about half an hour before dusk on a summer’s night. They look just like swifts or swallows until they suddenly fall vertically to take a flying beetle, pulling up into another rising soar without breaking speed at any stage. Noctules are among the few bats that never live in buildings, and that, coupled with their very high flight pattern, almost makes them acceptable.
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