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Introduction


I’m sure it was Steve’s idea. When the rain is horizontal, the spade handles are as slippery as eels in a soapy bath and the mud is sticking to our boots like limpets hugging a wet rock he would, of course, hotly deny that he’d had anything to do with the inception of this patent madness. But the question of whose idea it was to take on a local disused vegetable plot is somewhat academic now, because take it on we did.


The allotments, which divide up just under an acre of land, snooze quietly in a shallow hollow immediately to the north of Hunter Park, Twyford – a sleepy little place full of birdsong which is in turn approximately four miles south of Winchester, in Hampshire. The village hosts a friendly local pub run by a landlord who evidently knows his beer, and a cracking shop and coffee house which is run by people who obviously know their food. The combined capacity of these two establishments, along with the parquet-floored village hall, could probably, at a squeeze, accommodate all 1,400 of the village’s inhabitants. To us, Twyford also serves as a starting point for a labyrinth of secret walks that we can cajole our dogs around when the world is too busy, noisy or both. Hunter Park itself, our local and absurdly idyllic recreation area, comprises a cricket square, two tennis courts and a football pitch arranged on a terrace cut into the incline of what used to be agricultural land until 1964 when Mr Hunter, a local farmer, donated it to the local council. From what I can ascertain, this was less to do with altruism than it was with the ground being next to impossible to cultivate by means of tractor and plough. Whichever, the backdrop to our story could only have been made more quintessentially ‘English’ had a couple of vicars eating crustless cucumber sandwiches and playing croquet been thrown in for good measure.


The real answer to the sometimes thorny question of exactly which of us it was that first suggested allotment husbandry probably suffered a fate similar to that of the beer cans whose contents had made both of us believe that it was a good idea in the first place, and our late-night discussions of our self-sufficient scheme have probably been recycled into an amiable, rambling chat about fly-fishing. It was early spring, and due to some relatively mild but nonetheless unpleasant depression, I had been off work (teaching in an art college) for a few months and Steve, my neighbour and a man I am lucky enough to call ‘friend’, had a job which was slowly driving him to a similar place. So, in a warm haze of cold beer, we decided that we would become gardeners. We both walked past the allotments fairly frequently, and both confessed to having, on occasion, found ourselves with half a mind to enquire about having a dig. Gluing these two halves together with sticky Belgian lager proved enough motivation for me, some time during May – possibly June – to call our local parish councillor and arrange to meet her with a view to reclaiming our very own Eden.


The task of finding out who to contact about the project was left to me largely by virtue of the fact that I had little else to do at the time except attempt to glue together those pieces of my life which had spent the previous year or so falling about my ears, but also because Steve is from Devon, and consequently often finds it difficult to make himself understood in this part of the country. Eventually, I tracked down a lady going by the very splendid name of Patricia Pottinger – had I tried to conjure up a more fitting name for a lady of whom one enquires about allotments in rural Hampshire, I don’t feel I could have bettered this. We met at the allotments at the time arranged, although I cannot recall the date. However, I do remember the day being warm and quite green. As I lightly shook her bony and slender hand, I greeted her as ‘Mrs Pottinger’, innately sensing that ‘Patricia’ might be considered a little forward, and ‘Pat’ downright common. She was a charming lady with immaculate, sculpted silver-white hair, an elegant demeanour and a thin, blue, quilted body-warmer, quite possibly with a pair of secateurs snugly tucked inside the pocket. Steve had entrusted the choice of plots to me, as at the appointed time he was busy fulfilling his role as a care worker for the mentally disabled. Before I went, though, we agreed on one criterion: get the one that needs least doing to it.


When Mrs Pottinger showed me the two available, abandoned, plots, I surveyed them critically. The first was roughly 30 feet square with an oddly shaped and off-puttingly large bump in the middle of it, looking suspiciously as if somebody had buried a dead llama there. This plot was also covered in a carpet of surly and recalcitrant-looking weeds. The alternative, two plots to the east, was about 50 feet by 30 feet and festooned with grasses and other assorted vegetation so wild that Ray Mears may have found it intimidating. This one it was, then – I was sure that Steve would fully concur that we were far more capable of digging up a living jungle than we were of exhuming a rotting llama. Before making my final decision, I spent some time weighing up variables such as light, aspect, drainage, access, soil pH and size, before remembering that the only one of these I had any idea about whatsoever was the last one. So I went for the biggest which, by happy coincidence, also happened to be the one which was flat and therefore llama-free. This plot was also, I deduced, more fertile – why else would there be more stuff growing on it? The answer to this, of course, has a direct relationship to the amount of time since anyone put a fork in it. I was still a little concerned that Steve had not had the chance to see the plot before we committed ourselves, but Mrs Pottinger seemed keen to impress on me the fact that the chances of snapping up one of these allotments were, as she did not put it, as rare as rocking-horse crap.


Mrs Pottinger informed me in the gentlest way possible that the privilege of clearing this piece of wasteland only to realize that we hate gardening and never want to touch it again was going to cost us ten bloody pounds. Every bloody year. Steve and I had already agreed that we would split any and all costs and/or harvests right down the middle. Five bloody pounds, then. Each. Every bloody year. Steve took it remarkably well:


‘Twenty bloody quid!’


There’s one born every minute. Every fifty-nine seconds in Devon.


‘I didn’t think it was too b—’


‘That’s ten bloody quid each!’


‘I know, but just thi—’


‘Every bloody year!’


‘Yeah, but when you work out how mu—’


‘Nah, that’s fine, mate, whatever.’


Later that day, we wandered up to survey our new territory, hands in pockets. I gave a proud sweep of my arms as soon as we were standing at the prow of the plot. I could sense that Steve’s excitement at the prospect of conquering our own frontier mirrored my own.


‘How the bloody hell are we gonna get all that crap out of there?’


I knew he would understand. Just to make sure, I pointed at the other plot.


‘I know, but look, there’s a dead lla—’


‘Nah – that’s fine, mate, honestly. Looks good. When shall we start?’


In terms of actually doing any physical work on the plot, the answer to this largely rhetorical question was to be ‘mid-September-ish’, but I do remember Steve and I spending most of the summer of that year discussing, at length and in great detail, topics such as exactly what needed to happen to the plot, how big it was, how fantastic it would be to have a shed and how much better it would be if we had a clue what we were doing. I also spent a good deal of time trying to involve my two children – Gabriel, then eight years old, and Dylan, five – in the project in an attempt to bore them as rigid as my late father did me a generation ago when he used to harp on about tools and mud and germination; but, after their mock-yawns and rolled eyeballs, I just had to hope that they would become enthused in a way similar to that in which I had – in their own time, on their own terms and with a couple of cans of lager inside them.


We decided that our first priority was, reasonably obviously, the removal of everything on the plot which we did not want or could not name (i.e. all of it), followed by weeding, digging over and/or squaring up some individual beds. We made an abortive attempt to hack at the largest bed with some hand-shears, two forks and a bucketful of bloody-mindedness. This area was top of the list primarily by virtue of the fact that it was the only bed we could find at the time, not to mention that we were more than a little scared by the potential diversity and/or ferocity of the fauna harboured by the remainder.


The possession of a large, noisy and potentially very dangerous machine changed all that, though. Just as soon as we had worked out where to find the ‘on’ switch of the petrol strimmer (which Steve had borrowed from a colleague at work) we cut through the scrub as easily, as a lecturer of mine once delightfully put it, as pissing into snow. Doing this revealed a number of things. First, that the plot indeed comprised a recognizable, if random and irregular sprawl of separate beds. It also laid bare an assortment of rubble, rusting metal and unidentifiable rotting wood. There was a very forlorn-looking and entirely unserviceable compost bin which had evidently been fabricated by hand (just the one by the look of it) from sheets of corrugated steel and wooden posts. Presumably, when it had been made, it had been rectangular, the steel had not been rusty and the wood not rotten. It now looked as if it had been hastily constructed by a Salvador Dali obsessed by compost bins, not clocks. We had also inherited our very own wasp-magnet in the shape of a large blackcurrant bush, which we were not sure was a curse or a blessing. We decided that we would either remove it or not after extensive periods of weighing up the pros and cons of both. In other words, we would dig it up if we felt like it, if we could and if we got that far. But deemed as serviceable – if only temporarily – were a large green plastic compost bin, an orange bucket and three pieces of wood nailed together and sunk into the ground in parody of a bench.


Our resources in terms of tools were equally, er, challenging. As well as the previously mentioned shears and two forks (one of which was bought, along with a spade, for ten pounds, the other a piece of flotsam from the sunken ship of my marriage), we had, erm … we also had a, er, a, had, erm, a thing. No, wait – actually, I think I lent that to someone a few years ago. So that was about it. Oh, we did have two sticks with some string wrapped around them to mark out a straight line and a large stainless steel flask which I had salvaged from the local tip. We reckoned this would be enough to get us started, though – we could mark out a bed, cut around it and dig it over. We could even stop for tea when it all got to be too much for us. And we both agreed that there was little point in spending money which neither of us had on new equipment which we probably didn’t know how to use, until we were sure that we were going to see the project through. At the time, we simply wanted to be seduced and guided by a set of arcane and as yet unknown principles and processes. Not only did we not know ‘who’ got us into this or precisely ‘when’, but, at the outset, we were also at a bit of a loss as to ‘why’.
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1 Preparing the Ground


21 September


‘If laang, straight, reliable carrots is what you’s aafter,’ the rubber bung at the end of Ken’s stick circled authoritatively a few inches in front of my face, ‘then it’s gorra be Autumn King!’ The stick stopped circling and instead prodded the air in time with the last two words, as if to underline and punctuate them.


Neither Steve nor I had the heart or inclination to tell Ken – a taut, gaunt and elderly man with a demeanour not so much stooped as conquered – that we had, in fact, planned on stumpy, twisted carrots which we couldn’t trust as far as we could grow.


‘Nice one, Ken – we’ll remember tha—’


‘You growin’ ’tatoes?’ I had never seen a walking stick squint inquisitively before. Steve and I exchanged shrugs and glances. How should we know? We’d only just realized that potatoes didn’t grow on trees. We both nodded anyway.


‘Yeah.’


‘Desiree.’ The stick was defiant.


‘Sorry?’


‘Only thing worth growin’, Desiree,’ confirmed Ken.


‘Don’t you even know that?’ waggled the rubber bung.


With that, Ken and his stick mumbled and trundled their way over to their own plot which, even to our novice eyes, looked unlikely to support anything as regal as Autumn Kings, or as alluring as Desirees. Old codger. What the bloody hell did he know?


We had planted ourselves on the bank at the top of our allotment for a well earned tea break, as we had been digging solidly for a good five minutes, and had both started to simper at roughly the same time. Today was our first day’s work on our new venture; our first skirmish in the war against bland, chemical-laden supermarket produce. Our first pace on a journey which would hopefully take us to previously unobtainable levels of natural harmony. It was also our first day of probably many more of arriving at the plot and scratching our heads in puzzlement as to exactly how we were ever going to grow anything on it and why we were even bothering to do so. One reason, for me at least, is to give me something to doodle about in my journal – one of today’s entries reads:


At the allotment. An allotment diary perhaps? A year working the soil. ‘Allotted Time.’ Pulling accordion earthworms from their loamy slumber. Desiree potatoes and Autumn King carrots, apparently.


The intended outcome of today’s venture up to the plot was less agricultural than symbolic. It was in very much an animal sense that we wanted to go up there and mark out our territory – so we delineated our first rectangle of ground by urinating on to the grass before starting to square it up.


As it happened, though, we actually managed to get a reasonable amount done today. To ease the pain of our toil, Steve had made a flask of coffee and had brought along his wind-up radio, so we enjoyed a thoroughly civilized afternoon of making a fair attempt to weed and dig the top bed of the plot, which is about 30 feet by 15 feet and, we have concluded, destined to be potatoes. We started with this bed as the rest of the plot is thick with grasses, fruit shrubs and metal-rusting experiments, and there really is only so far you can go with two bent forks, five pounds’ worth of spade, two sticks with some string wrapped round them and a pair of hand-shears about as sharp and effective as a peeled banana.


It may also be relevant to clarify here that Steve and I currently have absolutely no idea about gardening whatsoever, except for knowing which end of the fork is which. And we only found this out through the pointy and painful trial and error method. Steve’s career path has led him from clotted-cream fudge taster to carer and social worker via a well-intentioned but ill-advised stint in the army, and I have similarly managed to avoid anything remotely horticultural by teaching surfing for a few years, then getting a degree in Jewellery Design before spending the following six years staring at both it and the rest of my life and not knowing exactly what to do with either of them. Steve and I met, about eight months ago, as a result of a domestic crisis on my part. My ex-girlfriend had recently moved out, and taken her vacuum cleaner with her. There are some very politically incorrect jokes regarding what happens when your wife or girlfriend leaves you, but I shall rise above them. The housework did mount up, though, most noticeably with an increase in the amount of dust and hair lying around. I was pathetically poor, so even buying a dustpan and brush would have been a major consideration – I had to borrow a vacuum cleaner from somebody. The only problem I had was that, apart from my children, for whom I am responsible for roughly half the year, and ex-wife, who lives in Winchester and tends to them for the other half, I didn’t actually know anybody. What remained of my ‘social’ life had just vacated the premises and I had spent the previous six months being at times genuinely afraid of leaving the flat.


However, this was a good day, so I turned left out of the drive and ambled up the road, listening for the whooshing whine of domestic labour like a lonely drunkard shuffling along a road listening for the cheer and coloured lights of a party. Strangely, no one seemed to be doing the hoovering at the precise moment I was looking for that very apparatus – luckily, though, someone only two doors up had very thoughtfully parked a large and solid-looking motorbike in their drive. I like bikes. Therefore, by and large, I tend to get on with those who ride them. The front door was open, so I tapped and shouted, ‘Hello!’


A gently handsome chap came lolloping down the stairs in his slippers, with his mousy ponytail bobbing behind him. He smiled warmly.


‘Hello, mate. What can I do for you?’


Another question to which I still do not know the answer. So far it’s been a privilege to try to find out, though.


We may not know an awful lot about gardening, but we have formulated two basic principles: number one states that whatever we need to know and cannot find in the bookshelves of the local charity shops can be gleaned from my mother, who has been gardening for centuries. Principle number two is based on the belief that, well, stuff just grows, doesn’t it? In fact, we are armed with more than that; we are both emboldened by our conviction that, somehow, the saviour of our sanity lies dormant under those grasses. Or perhaps that was what that big lump was on the other available plot and I’ve chosen the wrong one after all. I suppose we both feel an abstract desire to become more involved in and connected with the cyclic processes of nature, and in some senses ‘play God’ of our own vegetable world, perhaps because we both feel a similar lack of control over which direction our respective real ones are going. And, although what I know about gardening can be written on a plant label large enough to fit the words ‘bugger’ and ‘all’ onto, I can at least remember a peculiar feeling of satisfaction from childhood, when I would help my father to plant potatoes. He would let me plunge into the soil with the dobber, or dibber, or nobber, or whatever it was called – his was a truncated, tapered and sparrow-breast-brown spade handle, cleft and bent and worm-ridden. He would give me a stick to mark off the spaces between the holes, and I would dob, dib or nob at these measured intervals. His gawky frame – only as old as mine is now, but bent and twisted by the cruel contortions of premature rheumatoid arthritis – followed me with precarious egg boxes laden with tentacled tubers, and he would drop one into each hole, interring it with an incongruously deft shuffle of his aching feet. Meanwhile his thick, rough sponge of a beard would talk to me about potatoes, gardening, life cycles and all manner of other things which meant nothing whatsoever to me then. All I cared about was the grubby 2p piece I got for every hole I dobbed, dibbed or nobbed.


I also grew some potatoes as a grown-up once, all by myself. Well, nearly all by myself. During the spring of 1996, under instruction from my mother, I buried a dozen or so spuds which had gone past their best, in a disused patch of soil. A couple of months or so later, proving beyond reasonable doubt principle number one, I uprooted, if not a bounty, then at least more than I had put in. This happened during a relatively dry spell, throughout which the only time they got watered was when I remembered, elucidating, and possibly even begetting, principle number two.


5 November


I have become aware, over the last month or so, that this level of knowledge (‘Mum knows, stuff grows’) may not be quite enough to get us through, so I have drawn up a template – what I have dubbed a ‘veg fact sheet’ – on which I can condense some of the information culled from my growing range of charity-shop bargain books, as an aide-memoire. Realistically, these documents are going to be the only way two sieve-brains like us have a snowball in hell’s chance of growing anything edible.


So, keen, experienced and knowledgeable gardeners we may not be. Luckily on that first day, though, we met a man who says he is. Ken, it transpires, knows all it is feasible to know about allotment husbandry. In fact Ken, extraordinarily enough, apparently knows pretty much everything about everything. The few things that Ken does not know could be written on a plant label just large enough for the words ‘sod’ and ‘all’ to be squeezed onto. Ken’s alarmingly expressive walking stick seems to be part perambulatory aid, part gesturing device, part weapon and part bullshit diviner. The disturbing thing about him is not so much the way he waggles this stick (more of a branch, really) towards you at roughly solar plexus height in a gesture similar to the manner in which some wave an admonishing finger. No, it is more the fact that, until he starts to brandish it, it looks for all the world as if he is thoroughly incapable of standing without it. From then on, it is impossible to talk to Ken without internally conjecturing on which way he is going to topple, whether he will he miss you on his way down and, most importantly, whether you will be able to suppress the laughter already welling inside you at the thought of it. Steve and I have deduced that this stick, although not strictly necessary for walking, is ultimately some kind of spade-placebo – Ken spent so many of his formative years digging, raking, hoeing, etc., that he simply feels unbalanced without something to connect his hands to the ground.


While we have sat at the top of the plot, sharing a mug of tea, Ken has very often regaled us with pearls of wisdom regarding carrots, potatoes and weed-wrestling techniques. He has also recounted numerous and often seemingly endless tales of wartime allotment gardening too involved and/or incomprehensible to repeat here, but suffice to say that Ken is one of a diminishing band of people who feel not one ounce of self-consciousness when commencing a sentence with the words ‘during the war’.


Violence and confrontation do have their place, though – and it is in achieving horticultural harmony. In our case, this meant waging outright war on the battalions of weeds and grasses encamped on our land. We have tried hacking our way through these, mainly on the bottom two-thirds of the plot, with our ‘compact’ range of hand tools, but have been held back by a barrage of greenery effectively sticking their thumbs in their ears and waggling their fingers while blowing raspberries and sing-songing ‘nya na na-na na’ at us. So, on a visit to the allotment a couple of weeks ago, we took with us a large and robust petrol-driven strimmer which Steve had managed to cadge from a work colleague. We had considered firing up my flame-thrower, but decided otherwise because the only service it has seen since I bought it from Helston tip for a fiver two years ago is in the capacity of fuel can for lighting large and primitive fires in my incinerator. In comparison, the strimmer was an elegant, accurate and refined tool. More importantly, it was a little less likely to kill us. Only a little, however, so we took all relevant safety precautions. Namely, we wore long trousers, squinted a little to stop chunks of grass, soil and other eye-seeking missiles from gouging our sight from us, and Steve made sure that his roll-ups had very nearly gone out before refuelling.


Two tanks of a 25:1 petrol/oil mix and a lot of noise, fumes and maniacal laughter later, Steve and I surveyed our newly shaved rectangle. It actually looked as if we had done much more than we had – an effect to effort ratio of at least 25:1 – in much the same way that it looks like more work to give a crew-cut to a hippy than to a squaddie. What mattered was that we had a roughly rectangular area in which we could discern an irregular pattern of beds, cut by the previous incumbent. We put what had formerly been the swaying, vertical stems of unnamed grasses in a distinctly horizontal and unceremonious pile, along with various other organic bits and pieces, in the inherited tangle of bent steel and rotting wood that we have temporarily and somewhat grandiosely named the ‘compost bin’.


Now that we had a clear and more manageable plot and had paced it at roughly 50 feet by 30 feet, we could start to plan where we were going to arrange beds, paths and seating as well as our real reason for having an allotment in the first place: the currently hypothetical shed. The large bed to the south of the plot – which, being the first one in which we put our forks, we have imaginatively labelled bed ‘a’ – actually consists of one large and one small area, the latter being only about 2 feet wide, running roughly north to south. We have decided to keep this small bed for garlic or perhaps some herbs, because digging up the grass path between the two strikes us as a pain in the arse too far when there are more pressing things to be dealt with.


Because the newly discovered arrangement of beds is discernible (even if only by virtue of the weeds growing in them being slightly more sparse than those growing on the paths), and because rearranging them seems like a pointless waste of time, we have decided to stick with what we have been given. While we were committing green genocide with the strimmer, we also ‘cut back’ the currant bush which resides halfway down the east side, but have decided to keep it on the grounds of continuity and further laziness. The remainder of the plot consists of five further beds of varying sizes, plus space for the shed and possibly a seating area for summer barbecues and winter sulking.


Four days ago, for the first time in a while, we went to the plot with the intention of squaring and tidying up a bed or two. We were armed with the essential kit – big flask of tea (from the local tip, stainless steel, 1.5 litre capacity, no handle, £2), forks, graph-paper plot plan and, of course, our two sticks wrapped with string, which will prove useful for all sorts of jobs such as marking out beds, and delineating rows down which we will drag our hoe (when we have one). But they served very well then in assisting us in marking out two sides of our rectangle at a time (with the cunning assistance of a further, found, stick acting as a corner marker) along which we split the turf with the spade. Neither Steve nor I is in any way an accomplished digger, and it was not long before one of us (almost certainly him, great wimp) suggested we break for tea. My back was groaning to such an extent that I found it virtually impossible, once we had sat on our ‘bench’ for ten minutes or so, to stand up again. I motioned to him that I’d be with him just as soon as I had spent a while scribbling in my journal. It says:


1 November


A day at the allotment with Steve. At about this time last week we planned to do some digging today, and I have found myself curiously looking forward to it since then. Today we have set ourselves the target of finishing off bed ‘a’ and starting on bed ‘b’. Along with the rest of the plot, this latter has become overgrown with a combination of wild grasses and weeds, underpinned by scores of unidentified flower bulbs huddled together like small netted onions. A hard afternoon’s digging (is there another sort?), punctuated by hefty swigs of tannin-laden tea from my perpetually musty flask.


Initially we had the allotments to ourselves. The air hung thick, damp and still. Greying. The kind of day which doesn’t rain, but still moistens. The resonant drone of the propeller-driven planes which lumbered low overhead, Southampton-bound from the north – Manchester, perhaps, or Glasgow – sounded as if they were dubbed behind the studio fog of some generic 1950s’ Hollywood B-movie full of impossible love and improbable endings. As we turned our clods of damp, sticky and rocky soil, revealing the startling white-yellow stems of buried bulbs, and startled juicy purple earthworms – our own soil conditioners – I couldn’t help smiling at the surprising and new-found pleasure that a combination of physical toil, almost literal connectedness with the earth and easy, trusted companionship brings. Life is good sometimes, even in autumn – a season I have come to deeply mistrust as the harbinger of winter doom. During a break, earned by reaching the end of bed ‘a’, I indulged in a wander about. I noticed more photographs I’d like to take – the thin, bowed red strips of fallen sycamore leaf stems, complementary to but shocking against the stubborn green of lopped fir branches, and the gloriously opaque statement of delicate net curtains drawn across the window of the shed – all square and burnt sienna – which Ted, keeper of the allotment next to ours and true font of all gardening knowledge, has recently moved from his plot to the bank just above it.


The digging has been heavy going, which is a little like saying that the earth was brown. Unravelling the string, and releasing the two wooden pegs it is attached to at either end, we marked out in stages the rectangle of what is to be bed ‘b’, which we guessed, after much sucking of teeth, kicking of rocks and forgetting of tape measures, to be about 10 feet by 20 feet. We dug around this edge, then worked inwards. The moss and assorted weeds have formed a thick, tangled green carpet reluctant to release its grip on the sticky soil, much of which we did not bother to separate, and instead chucked it on the compost heap as it was. We weren’t sure whether this was the right thing to do or not, but it seemed reasonable by virtue of it being the right colour. Must remember to check this later with Mum, who has an uncanny knack of always being right when I want her to be. After we had dug about two-thirds of the bed, we stopped for a tea break, and as we sat, the number of souls on the allotments was doubled by the arrival of Ted and his grandson, whom he had brought along in order to demonstrate to him the finer arts of pyrotechnics.


Ted is, at a guess, between sixty-five and seventy years old. Unlike Ken, he needs no means of artificial support for either walking or conversation, as both seem to come very naturally. His leathery (even in this gloom of oncoming winter) arms have been cured and tanned by a lifetime of sunshine and soil. He also appears to be some kind of composite ‘ideal grandfather’ – the sort that brings his ten-year-old grandson to the plot in order to teach him how to light a good fire and has a tank-top stitched to every shirt, each with its sleeves rolled squarely and permanently to just past the elbow. No doubt he has a dustless shelf of model vintage cars at home and a selection of chocolates and toffees in his pocket. On top of this, according to what seemed to be a reliable source, he is ‘the best gardener in Twyford’. And us two numpties have got the plot next to his. Fan-bloody-tastic – someone who can really show us up. Smashing bloke, though. We had met during a previous foray to the plot, during which we had really warmed to him – there are some people you instinctively know you will get along with. They are the ones who say things such as, ‘It’s grand to see some youngsters on the plots.’ I haven’t been called a ‘youngster’ since I didn’t want to be one.


While we were chatting the other day, Ted eyed our tarpaulin which we had laden with clumpy sods of soil and tangled weeds, having already filled the compost bin to overflowing. His Hampshire drawl is less pronounced than Ken’s and, also unlike Ken, Ted does not deem it necessary to shout from two paces.


‘What you doin’ wi’ that lot?’


We hadn’t thought that far. All we’d concerned ourselves with was making a big brown rectangle on our plot. As for what was going to happen to the stuff we were clearing from it, well, this constituted forward planning. Not something entirely familiar to either of us. We told him that we had no idea, and did he have any suggestions? After adjusting his tweed flat-cap left to right then front to back, he gestured towards a triangle of scrub to the south-east corner of his plot.


‘That bit o’ land there ain’t bein’ used – you can chuck ’im on there. Oh, by the way, ’ave you met Ken yet?’


This last was accompanied by what I am convinced was a smile, along with a brighter than usual twinkle in the eye.


‘Briefly, yeah.’ Steve and I exchanged one-eyed looks and half-mouthed smiles.


‘Jus’ wondrin’.’


Ted turned towards his net-curtained shed, presumably to fettle with tools or perform a rain incantation. Sometimes ‘jus’ wondrin’’ is all that is required.


We grunted our gratitude for Ted’s offer of allowing us to dump our crap on his land and strode as purposefully as possible towards our tarpaulin. We then proceeded to threaten bed-blocking of the local hospital’s traction unit by attempting to drag approximately 130 square feet’s worth of weeds, stones and topsoil to the designated area. Eventually, we admitted defeat – or at least compromise – and decided to accomplish this in somewhere between 2 and 15 loads.


Once we had been galvanized by a) emptying the tarpaulin, b) seeing the result of our efforts and c) the presence of a man who is possibly older – and who certainly looks healthier – than both of us put together, working the adjacent plot, we got stuck into the remainder of the bed with a good deal of enthusiasm. Because of this new-found zeal, and because we were mindful not to put too much stuff on the tarpaulin before heaving it over to the top of Ted’s plot, it wasn’t too long before we were again clasping two corners each and dragging it, like a lead balloon, then depositing its contents by rolling and tumbling it over, kicking it and shouting at it.


Eventually, we were faced with the previously unlikely prospect of being finished. As we were throwing the last of the weeds onto the sheet, we spotted Ken thundering down the path – recognizable immediately by his three-legged gait and his unique sense of purpose for no apparent reason. Steve and I have suggested, between ourselves, that Ken is approaching 900 years old and no longer gardens using rusting tools and grubby fingers, but by utilizing mind-control techniques. This is the only logical conclusion in view of the fact that no one has ever seen him lift a finger up here in the last three months. Plenty of sticks, but no fingers.


As we dragged the tarp past the top of Ted’s plot, we alerted him to the presence of the mystic one. Ted scuttled behind his shed to rearrange his beanpoles as Steve and I threw the dregs of what we had spent the last three hours uprooting on top of everything else there (more weeds, two old pizza boxes and a sock). By this point, Ken was within shouting distance, his stick evidently now redundant for walking purposes and being used more in the capacity of jousting lance. Ken is like a tractor – surprisingly fast when you are standing still and he is coming towards you.


‘What you doin’ on my land?’


Steve and I were holding two corners of empty tarpaulin each, looking down at our shuffling shoes like two schoolboys caught playing conkers in class.


‘Er, sorry, Ken, we … erm, well, we … er … we … just thought it was common ground.’


Neither of us had either the guts or the indecency to incriminate Ted, so Ken continued to huff and puff and point his stick at the underused and overgrown patch of earth which, as a matter of record, is actually nowhere near his plot. After a few moments of this, Ted reappeared from his pole-jiggling and said, somewhat sheepishly, that it had been his suggestion that we dump our clods there, as he was under the reasonable impression that the piece of land was his, seeing as it happened to be adjacent to his plot. He had made this assumption when he took over his plot only a couple of months before we started on ours. The bung at the end of Ken’s stick, which probably first saw active service at some time during the reign of Henry the First, once more made reluctant contact with the soil as its owner reminded Ted of the Scalene Triangles of Wasteland Act of 1723, which he, Ken, had not only read and understood, but also written at the age of 597.


Steve and I were, for a while, a little concerned that we would be forced to spend a further half-day carting our unwanted greenery over to someone else’s unused and useless piece of land, but Ken and Ted managed to resolve things in the way that elderly men sometimes do – by gently bickering about something else until the matter in hand is forgotten. That’s what I assume happened, anyway – Steve and I sloped off to whinge over a pint in the Phoenix before we were asked to do anything else.
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