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For my mother, Gill Stafford,

and my sister, Sue Downie


Springs
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I can measure my entire life in leaves and petals. My window opens on to honeysuckles and roses, cascading over walls, clambering into trees, carefully planted to conceal the fact that only a few years ago this patch of land was a field full of broken bricks and rusty scraps of abandoned farm machinery, where the nettles and thistles felt entirely at home. The thistles and nettles still make an insistent appearance each spring, but not in such great numbers, as the space slowly fills with flowers and shrubs and young trees. The thistles form a living link between the maturing garden and the hay field over the fence, between the immediacy of this budding summer and all the summers that have gone before. 

In the backyard of our Victorian brick terraced house, where my family lived sporadically during my childhood in between postings to various RAF stations, was a small, almost rectangular patch of red- and yellow-headed snapdragons, whose mouths gaped obediently when squeezed. It is hidden in my mind, somewhere behind the rose-covered, limewashed cottage in the woods where we lived during my teenage years. Once home to grooms and servants, the white cottage formed the corner of a square stable-yard, since softened with mounds of mauve aubretia and bursts of ox-eye daisies, lime-green sprays of lady’s mantle, bright gladioli spikes, a great rambling clematis and a pool of cool irises and water lilies. When I think of these yards and their flowers, they are always in summer colour, because that was when we spent most time out of doors. 

We moved often and so the new garden was always somewhere to explore. One early home in Yorkshire opened on to an expanse of lawn big enough to floor a four-year-old; it was hemmed in by crowds of puffy pink, white and purple lupins, and tufty, strong-smelling lavender, where enormous bees balanced impossibly. On the warm, tiled steps by the front porch, tiger-striped caterpillars wriggled their way from beneath flat, furry geranium leaves, before disappearing into low-lying, sticky clumps of something I’ve never been able to identify. This garden was large enough to allow each of us a little strip of earth, which we sprinkled with black powders, pale pips of nasturtium and marigold seeds curled like dried maggots. When we said goodbye to this home, we sailed across the North Sea to a new life in the Netherlands and drove for hours through vast tulip fields in primary colours, laid out like huge flags for high-flying pilots and swallows. Our Dutch house, black and white like the dairy cows, was half hidden by apple blossom and flanked by fields of buttercups. In between the waving lines of cow parsley along the verges of the narrow local roads were small white shrines, framed by fresh floral decorations. 

No matter where we landed, the garden, whether long settled or recently planted, was new to our family. A weedy bed or a rubble heap was an open challenge to begin the metamorphosis. Even when my father was stationed in Aden on the Red Sea, where the dry air, volcanic rock and scorching sands meant market stalls were spread with bags of coffee, nuts and spices rather than cut flowers or bedding plants, my mother still scraped together a patch of green, nurturing a weed known as ‘shameless’, which seemed to grow in a spirit of unlikelihood. My grandmother, still settled amid smooth lawns, abundant troughs of seasonal colour and sloping herbaceous borders, rapidly dispatched a box of beautiful wax flowers which, being ill-suited to survival in Yemen, began to melt into surreal sculptures and were sprayed with gritty, dull gold sand within minutes of arrival. Wherever we were, flowers were soon there too. Before the crates were unpacked and familiar old vases emerged, a jar or an unemployed jug would take on the temporary job of flower-bearer. If the new back door opened on to nothing but concrete slabs or scrubby beds, a bunch of flowers from the nearest filling station would be carried over the threshold with the first bags of essential supplies. Since my mother had trained as a florist at the Constance Spry School before her marriage, throughout the year, windowsills, bookcases and mantelpieces would be adorned with ever-changing arrangements, from fans of daffodils to spikier, red-berried evergreen displays.

Beyond the boundaries of home we gradually discovered the wild flowers that marked out the surrounding terrain. In the Netherlands, the way down to the river and the fat, corrugated willows was so thick with tall nettles that by July it was almost impossible to reach the bank where marsh marigolds and cresses spread into the slow-moving water. When the Lincolnshire woods were bare, certain flowers were quick to get off the ground: the ice-white tips of snowdrops, the yellow celandines and the aconites appearing here and there among the ivy and dead leaves, the pale lemon primroses opening in rings around clearings where a white cherry was suddenly centre stage. 

As the grass in any of the fields I’ve ever known starts to grow, the colours change and change again. When the hawthorn thickens into whiteness, the bright yellow shred-heads of dandelions begin to spurt from jagged green leaves below, before turning into cloudy bubbles, a shower of miniature moons settling unexpectedly, before dissolving into drenched blades of grass. Buttercups scatter specks of a slightly softer gold over the shattered globes of purple or white clover, while along the next field yellow ragwort and scarlet poppies fleck the mint-green waves of winter barley. On any day from March to September, a sudden torrent of rain can rinse or wreck fresh petals. 

During years of successive student rooms, bedsits and flat-sharing, I was unable to lavish care on anything larger than spider plants, which arched from chipped mugs and sent out cream shoots, weighted with miniature replicas of themselves and dangles of hopeful roots. The diminutive size of the first garden I actually owned (with my partner and a mortgage company) was therefore quite disproportionate to its importance in the floral calendar of time and being. This tiny cottage in an Oxfordshire village had for many years been home to a woman who was evidently very fond of roses. The handkerchief patch bristled with tightly packed stems and, inside, every wall was coated in layers and layers of pink floral paper. The unmatching, attached cottage next door belonged to a retired midwife, who was kind enough to offer welcome advice on shoestring gardening, if not on interior decor. She explained how her neighbour had been in the habit of snipping short lengths from favourite plants just below a leaf bud, sticking them into the soil and gaining great satisfaction as they duly turned into viable roses. As the years passed, the small bed had become a thicket of thorns and leaves and superlatively scented blooms. As the only other plants were lilies of the valley, which packed the ground around the stems, weeding was minimal and perfume maximal, though the outlook through the winter months was rather brown. 

My favourite flowers in the village were the wild primroses that grew among the gravestones, making the grass beyond the yew trees glow each spring. The poet John Drinkwater, who is buried there, recalled this apparently unremarkable spot very fondly in his autobiography, commenting that the less a place ‘may seem to assert itself, the more profoundly will it possess us, instruct us, become memorable’. For him, the Piddington primroses were a match for ‘the Alps or the Golden Gate’, and he knew that their deep roots grew perennially from an understated always-thereness. 

Flowers have a way of delivering surprises, even to those who have seen them appear in exactly the same place year after year. Their annual trick of looking new is easily accomplished – because they are new. The plants remain in place, but their flowers bud, break open, bloom broadly, and then drop away into the earth. Some plants die altogether, relying for survival on their collective ability to scatter seed, others disappear for months at a time, to pop up again from bulbs or roots hidden beneath the surface of the earth. But sometimes even these fail to reappear, whether because the underground stores have been raided, poisoned, disturbed or ploughed up, or their habitual passageways have been scorched or sealed. Perhaps the insects with which they coexist have died out, as the world above ground changes: too warm, too wet, too dry, too polluted. The fragility of flowers is evident enough in their transparent petals, delicate tendrils and gold-dusty pollen: it seems remarkable that so many do hang on to existence year after year. 

The riskiness and steadfastness of flowers has helped to secure their essential place in human culture. It is not just that we need flowers to turn into fruit and vegetables, to increase and to multiply and provide food for cattle and sheep as well. Nor is it that they make the prettiest decorations, immeasurably enhancing our inner and outer lives. They are all of these things – and more. Flowers are always there at the critical moments of life: as gifts to celebrate a birth or anniversary, as bouquets to adorn a bride, as wreaths to accompany the deceased to the grave and as memorials to comfort those who mourn. Flowers are summoned to create beauty equal to the magnitude of the occasion, to recall the shared course of nature and to vanish as the momentous event begins to settle into memories and files of photos. For first-time mothers, staggered, elated, exhausted, flowers help to naturalise a world altered almost beyond recognition. So many arrived after the birth of our first child that we were almost as desperate for vases as sleep. These were kind gifts from friends and family, intended to express the deep emotions springing in response to new life. They were quietly commemorative, too, of what leads to such celebrations – those compelling feelings so often shared less publicly through flowers. A single rose can say more than a multitude of words, as poets acknowledge when resorting to the most well-worn image of all. Wedding bouquets subsume the red roses and clutched bunches of courtship, promising an eternal bower of bliss. Matrimony generally means masses of flowers, framing the entrances, adorning aisles and altars with delicate splendour, infusing the moment with natural incense. No matter how fraught the build-up to the great event, a day filled with flowers will allay all stress and strain. The paper confetti tipped over the happy couple, the posy thrown into the crowd of well-wishers, the bright garlands and scented oils adorning a Hindu bride and groom, all connect the contemporary moment to age-old, world-wide rituals of blessing and hope. 

Unlike the priest, the registrar or the guests, flowers are silent witnesses, somehow ratifying and sanctifying life-altering – or life-ending – events. An unexpected death is often marked by pavements buried in bouquets, and some days later, with forlorn cellophane shrouds. In 1997, Kensington was stilled by an unfamiliar fragrance-filled atmosphere, overwhelming the stale air and exhaust fumes and gradually acquiring a faintly rotten flavour. The death of Diana, Princess of Wales, has been identified as a moment when the British people abandoned their stiff upper lips, often by those uneasy about the display. For many, laying flowers was a way of channelling grief, of expressing unarticulated feelings and reassuring each other that no one was facing bereavement alone. If the scale of the tribute was unprecedented in modern London, it was only a magnified version of the quiet, profoundly felt ceremonies that are taking place every day. The regular notices that simply state ‘No Flowers’ are a testament to the universal urge to respond in exactly the contrary way. Redirecting donations to good causes is rational and beneficial, but fails to accommodate one of the most deep-seated needs of the mourners. As people have always known instinctively, leaves and petals order us. 

The ancient impulse is as evident in modern funerals, whether small family ceremonies or huge public events, as in the long tradition of elegies that have exhorted mourners to ‘strew the laureate hearse’ with ‘bells and flow’rets of a thousand hues’. Percy Bysshe Shelley, rarely lost for words, still turned to pansies and ‘violets, white and pied, and blue’ when composing an elegy for his friend and fellow poet, John Keats, who died at the age of twenty-five. When Michael Longley commemorated a Belfast ice-cream seller, murdered in the Troubles, he gathered ‘all the wild flowers of the Burren’ into his poem, a stirring of twenty-one botanicals. Confronting death with flowers is a universal impulse, expressing love and respect as well as grief and, in the midst of chaotic emotion, making a sign of faith in continuing life. Flowers are often understood as emblems of the brevity of life, but they are irrepressible reminders of natural regeneration and fresh growth. Marc Riboud’s iconic image from 1967, often known as ‘The Ultimate Confrontation’, of a young girl in a summer dress holding out a chrysanthemum to a line of bayonets, speaks of forces larger and ultimately more powerful than human destructiveness. 
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Flower Power, 1967. A plea for the end of the Vietnam War: peaceful protest at the Pentagon.

Flower mythology is in a state of perpetual metamorphosis. The Roman poet Ovid evidently understood the endlessly renewing nature of plants and delighted in turning beautiful youths and nymphs into flowers, which would continue to flourish in different stories, poems, paintings and films for the next two thousand years. Every collection of poetry is a gathering of different blooms: the word anthology is derived from άνθος (Anthos), the Greek word for a flower, while posy was originally synonymous with ‘poesy’, which meant a short motto in rhyme. Yet even many of the poems in famous anthologies, such as Archibald Wavell’s Other Men’s Flowers or Baudelaire’s Fleurs du Mal, omit the merest mention of a bud or bloom. There are plenty that do, of course, since flowers are among the most enduring images of literature, often standing for the deepest feelings. When literal communication fails, poets will opt for the ancient language of the earth. While devotional poets of the Middle Ages tended to dwell on lilies and roses, the Cavaliers and Metaphysicals gathered them up as quickly as they could. Wordsworth listened to the tale repeated by the pansy at his feet; Keats, unable to see in the growing darkness, still conjured the full experience through the mingling scents of the fast fading violets and the coming musk rose. If Gerard Manley Hopkins celebrated bluebells, blossoms and weeds, ‘long and lovely and lush’, for Mary Oliver it was peonies that spoke to her of ‘dampness and recklessness’. 

The perpetual seasonal cycle of the world is marked by flowers. Botticelli’s huge painting Primavera, where the goddess Flora, robed in petal-patterned silk, stands between Chloris, spewing flowers from her open mouth under the amorous pressure of the West Wind, and the three Graces, barefoot on the flower-spangled grass, is an Italian Renaissance expression of the same celebration of life and fertility that inspired the Roman feast of Flora or the Hindu celebration of Holi. David Hockney’s The Arrival of Spring in Woldgate, East Yorkshire in 2011 (twenty eleven) replaces Botticelli’s graceful allegorical figures and central red-robed goddess with a bold, cherry-coloured path through rich undergrowth bursting with golden, orange, pink and lemon flowers, slim tree trunks, blue fronds and a shower of flying green leaves to demonstrate Yorkshire’s equal claim to love and vernal loveliness. If the specific date points to a personal experience of a particular spring, it also reminds us that every year offers a glorious repetition of the first spring, the primavera. 

This is a spring that is still open to anyone – as long as modern cities maintain green spaces as they spread and spread. A line of trees along a city street, a bright border in a local park, a geometric bed in a shopping centre, a tiny roof garden and a well-watered window-box all burst into spring colour, just as surely as the poppies on a building site, the straggling buddleia beside the track. 

Individual horticulturalists sometimes become stars of the screen or the Chelsea Flower Show, but most gardeners, growers and groundsmen remain as invisible to their beneficiaries as the florists who rise early and work feverishly to achieve an impression of natural abundance. This book is a tribute to the generations of men and women who have devoted their lives to flowers: the planters and breeders, collectors and designers, florists and foresters, artists and writers who have enhanced the lives of strangers. It is an expression of gratitude to all those who have shown their families and friends that flowers matter. It is written, most of all, in celebration of flowers, wild and cultivated, whose delicate forms are still powerful enough to stop us in our tracks and make us wonder. 
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The snowdrop blooms in The Temple of Flora, a Regency celebration of the great Linnaeus and the world’s most exotic plants.


Snowdrops
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They seemed to have come from nowhere, the little clutch of pale shapes, half hidden beneath the tangle of tired brown stems and flat, damp last-year’s leaves. A white so bright that porcelain would seem dull by their side. I like to imagine that one of those westward-slipping, clapping, whistling lapwings that whisk up the greyest skies had broken briefly from its whirling companions to drop off a secret new year gift. But it is not the season for nesting and, in any case, these six white eggs are worryingly small, oddly elongated and rather perilously suspended. Had I been keeping a closer watch, I would have seen this quiet patch pierced by tips of green, spreading and whitening as the mornings passed. Today’s thin cluster will be taller and fatter tomorrow, cracking open within days into perfectly balanced broken shells. The year is hatched in the unlikely undergrowth of January, despite grey skies, despite the puddles, mud and sodden fields, despite hard frosts and harder ponds, despite the snow, despite the falling snow. In winter woods, where the light pours through uncovered twigs and branches, the leaf litter below turns white with ice and snowdrops. In brown gardens, in empty parks, these flowers form drifts to rival whatever the clouds disgorge. It’s almost as if a cloud of perfectly white smoke has settled over an unsuspecting corner. There is an old tradition that tells how Eve, heartbroken after her exile from the garden of abundance, was comforted by snowdrops – and hence one of the local names for snowdrops in Somerset is ‘Eve’s tears’. Perhaps the streaks of pale green on the inner whorl of white petals reminded her of the Eden she had lost; perhaps they carried the tiny promise of a fresh world to come. 

The woods surrounding my teenage home became ankle-deep in snowdrops during those cold, interminable weeks when Christmas seemed a fading memory and the Easter holidays a very distant goal. The rough mat of ivy and damp leaf mould would gradually disappear under the mass of white and mint green mini-spears. Where the tree trunks were a little less tightly packed, it was hard to move without crushing the flowers, though if you ventured through they recovered at once, closing behind to keep the secret safe. Snowdrops are so integral a part of a wood in early spring that the stripped trees seem upheld and steddled by their presence. 

The little white lanterns lighting the way along the River Skell at Fountains Abbey seem so settled into the banks that it is easy to imagine the first small body of Benedictine monks seeking inspiration there – but in fact these snowdrops arrived long after the subsequent Cistercian monastery had been disbanded by order of Henry VIII. When the estate changed hands in 1845, the new landowner, Earl de Grey, ordered thousands of snowdrops to create a fashionable riverside walk, instructing the gardeners to make the plants spell out his name along the bank in a Victorian version of flower power. 

Snowdrops cluster so naturally at the sites of ruined abbeys – from Anglesey Abbey outside Cambridge to Forde Abbey near Chard, from Walsingham in Norfolk to Welford Park in Berkshire – it is often assumed they were planted by monks to symbolise purity of heart, body and soul, and to come into flower for Candlemas at the beginning of February. As the changing climate means that snowdrop opening times have varied considerably within living memory – from late February in the 1950s to early January in the 2010s – they are not the most accurate gauge for any calendar. Whether these plants came over with Christianity from continental Europe is also rather doubtful, as there is little evidence for them being spotted in Britain before the late sixteenth century. The great poets of Queen Elizabeth I’s reign, Shakespeare, Spenser and Sidney, omitted snowdrops from their seasonal parades of flowers because they had yet to become established favourites of an English spring. An unmistakable illustration of a snowdrop appears as a ‘bulbous violet’ in John Gerard’s Herball in 1597, but it is only identified as a ‘snow drop’ in the later edition of 1633. This doesn’t mean that snowdrops are anything other than perfect coverings for roofless abbey floors, only that they may have found their ‘natural’ habitat in Britain some years after the great buildings were destroyed. 

The drifts now widely regarded as the first sure sign of spring probably spread from carefully tended gardens to naturalise in congenial sites across England, Wales, Ireland and Scotland: once a few bulbs have taken root, they soon increase, through growing more bulblets on the bulbs or as the seed is blown from the flowers. Though still regarded primarily as garden plants in the later eighteenth century, awareness that they might also be growing wild in Britain was beginning to take root. William Withering, whose best-selling if unimaginatively entitled An Arrangement of British Plants kept expanding into fatter editions as the craze for botany grew, was evidently puzzled by the spread of snowdrops. When it first appeared in 1776, they were known to be growing wild in Gloucestershire; by 1818, there were reports of ‘Fair Maids of February’ at the foot of the Malvern Hills, near Cirencester, on the banks of the Tees, in Barnstaple, Laxfield, Kirkstall Abbey and as far north as Scot’s Wood Dean in Northumberland. A contributor from Yorkshire spotted snowdrops on the banks of the Skell – so perhaps Earl de Grey’s gardeners were working with bulbs already growing wild further along the river. Withering was clear that many of the clumps were thriving ‘where no traces of any buildings or gardens are to be found’ – in other words, growing wild in remote places. How they got there remains a mystery, but reminds us that an apparent increase in wild flowers can sometimes reflect an increase in people spotting and recording wild flowers. 
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The ‘bulbous violet’ is said to be known colloquially as a ‘snowdrop’, in Johnson’s new edition of Gerard’s Herball, 1633.

Although the bright white outcrops were increasing, it still took time for snowdrops to settle into the fertile ground of British culture. When James Thomson included snowdrops in his long poem The Seasons, which remained very popular throughout the eighteenth century, he presented it as the first flower of spring, leading a train of other cultivated blooms. Snowdrops still retained a somewhat exotic public image when the Regency began, judging from their inclusion in Robert Thornton’s hugely extravagant The Temple of Flora of 1812, a grandly illustrated botanical book designed to celebrate the great Linnaeus and the world’s most highly valued plants. Many of the plates feature flowers that astonished British gardeners when they arrived from far-flung lands, such as the ‘Blue Egyptian Water Lily’ or the ‘Night-Blowing Cereus’, with its circle of orange rays standing proud against a moonlit night. But here, too, ahead of the passionflowers and ‘Indian Bean’, is a portrait of a snowdrop so magnified by the perspective that it towers over a snow-covered landscape, accentuating the wonder of a tiny flower that rushes in where the larger but less hardy fear to spread. 

The pure white flower fated to bloom only in the coldest months, leaving so little trace of its existence during the rest of the year, inspired Romantic poets such as Charlotte Smith and Mary Robinson to see it as an emblem of unjust suffering or forgotten innocence. Snowdrops, whose white petals, intricately tricked out in dashes of green, look so fragile that even the softest breath might threaten their existence, but are actually among the hardiest of plants. Despite its popular name, this is not a plant that suddenly drops at the touch of the first flake. That such a delicate form can withstand the ice storms of the earliest months remains an annual wonder, inspiring events such as a special Snowdrop Week at Altamont Gardens in County Carlow or the snowdrop festival at Cambo Castle in Fife. Snowdrop watching has become a popular winter sport – and not the most difficult to try out, given the great profusion of blooms in so many places. It does take great skill, however, to master the staggering number of different varieties, many of which are distinguished by tiny differences in the green marks on the whorls or by the size and shape of the leaves. Cambo Castle boasts some 350 different varieties, while the National Collection at Leighton Buzzard runs to over 900. At the famous rococo garden at Painswick near Stroud, snowdrops spill out in tiers, like small waterfalls frozen mid-stream. As visitors are often frozen too, there are indoor exhibitions of botanical art for those who prefer their snowdrops less chilled. 

Some of the snowdrops now flourishing in the landscaped gardens of Britain and Ireland were brought home by military personnel returning from the Crimean War. The soldiers found in the steep valleys of Crimea not only cannons to the right of them, cannons to the left, but also unfamiliar species of snowdrops. These were Galanthus plicatus, quite similar to the species by then well known in Britain (Galanthus nivalis) but distinguished by the pleats along their leaves – hence their name, plicatus or ‘pleated’. Buffeted by icy winds and blizzards, these small, white flowers must have spoken to some of the frost-bitten soldiers more clearly than the gunfire and bombardment. 

Any men hailing from the north of England may have been less inclined to take the Crimean snowdrops home. In his wonderful encyclopaedia of plantlore, Flora Britannica, Richard Mabey reports that in Northumberland, Westmorland and Hampshire, snowdrops were viewed as ‘death-tokens’; it was thought especially unlucky to take a single flower indoors. The Victorian writer and publisher, Samuel Partridge, may have known of this superstition when he published an illustrated story entitled Snowdrops, in which a little boy called Charlie plants a bulb for his invalid sister Meg and waits impatiently through the winter for a flower to appear. When at last the snowdrop opens, he takes it to Meg and that very night she dies. This may strike modern parents as an odd choice for small children, but it does reveal how the same flower can generate quite different meanings. Far from being a cautionary tale about the dangers of snowdrops, this prettily illustrated Victorian book is an attempt to reconcile young readers to the loss of a close family member – a calamity all too common in the days before penicillin and modern medicine. Though early in the book, when still only bulbs, the snowdrops express considerable annoyance at being pressed into the dark earth, they learn the virtue of patience as they eventually rise into the light. Rather than being sinister ‘death-tokens’, these consoling snowdrops belong with ‘the bright angels’ who carry Meg to ‘the fair country’. Partridge’s Victorian children’s book is in sharp contrast with A. D. Miller’s recent novel of the same title, with its grim depiction of contemporary Moscow, where the bodies of the homeless or victims of crime become visible as the winter snow melts, and are known colloquially as ‘snowdrops’. 

The botanical name for the snowdrop family is inspired by the signature whiteness of the flower, but not by its resemblance to snow. Galanthus derives from the Greek words for ‘flower’ (anthus) and ‘milk’ (gala). This is just the flower, it seems, to nourish the new-born year. Linnaeus, who chose the botanical name, was also conscious of its snowiness, calling the commonest species Galanthus nivalis, or milk flower of the snow, making it more of an ice cream or smoothie than a warm nourishing drink. It is not a good idea to attempt drinking or eating snowdrops, however, as they are rather toxic and likely to make you very sick. Charles Darwin’s grandfather, the irrepressible scientist and poet Erasmus Darwin, was bold enough to boil the roots and see what they tasted like. Although he decided they were rather insipid, he seems to have suffered no ill effects judging by his suggestion that they would make a good thickener for soups and sauces. 
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