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Introduction


This anthology is not only about garden plants, gardens and gardeners, it includes herbs, wild flowers, trees, parks – public and private – market gardens, fruit, botanists, painters of flora and so on. The field is wide, the selection from it arbitrary; the compilation of an anthology is a very particular way of pleasing oneself. Some of the material is very well known but I could not exclude it on that count; the two poems by Marvell, for instance, are famous for a very good reason, as are other pieces to be found here. In no category could I possibly have exhausted the field: the interest in gardening and botany has been so much part of cultures all over the world that a collection from them would be more than a lifetime’s work. At the beginning there seemed to be so much that the question was where to start. After eighteen months or so the question changed to where to stop. What is here is neither a monograph, nor even a remotely comprehensive history – personal taste predominates – it is simply a collection of what I either know or have discovered that I like.


The arrangement of material so various in form, content and subject matter presented difficulties. The chronological method entailed blocks of – say – eighteenth-century prose which would be as unsatisfactory as putting all the poetry together. If I arranged it under subject matter, there would be a number of pieces that could just as well be included in a different place – a famous gardener talking about trees, for instance. If I tried to arrange it according to the seasons of the year, there would be many pieces where no particular season was relevant. I have attempted to employ all three of these methods: chronology when pertinent, subject matter when the contrast in approach was interesting, and at the same time have used the succession of seasons when that has been possible. An anthology is a kaleidoscopic affair; however you shake up the disparate pieces, some sort of pattern will always be there, although each time that they are shaken, there is the chance that it might result in a better one. Having said that, it has to be remarked that few people read an anthology steadily through from beginning to end. They dip, they pounce, they flick over pages, and why not? A garland made with such a quantity of different ingredients can only please most people some of the time.


ELIZABETH JANE HOWARD, 1990




This book is dedicated to the memory of
TANYA HOBSON
with love and gratitude for her life and friendship





CREATION
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Eve, or rather Milton’s Bower, is almost overwhelming; a lush, secret covert place, encrusted with flowers, overpoweringly fragrant and, in spite of the poet remarking later that worms and others would not dare to enter, somewhere that serpents – they have a very keen sense of smell – might easily congregate.




Thus talking, hand in hand alone they passed


On to their blissful bower. It was a place


Chosen by the sovereign Planter, when He framed


All things to man’s delightful use. The roof


Of thickest covert was inwoven shade,


Laurel and myrtle, and what higher grew


Of firm and fragrant leaf; on either side


Acanthus, and each odorous bushy shrub,


Fenced up the verdant wall; each beauteous flower,


Iris all hues, roses, and jessamine,


Reared high their flourished heads between, and wrought


Mosaic; under foot the violet


Crocus, and hyacinth, with rich inlay


Broidered the ground, more coloured than with stone


Of costliest emblem.


FROM PARADISE LOST


BY JOHN MILTON





Bacon, on the other hand, seems thoroughly to have understood the pleasure, comfort and joy of a well-planned garden, and since his is in his mind’s eye, he has every excuse for being princely in his conception. Thirty acres is a noble parcel of land, but how well he uses it! It is imagined and laid out with knowledge and taste, and so well described that it is hard not to believe in its actual existence: a blueprint for the Creator to put on file.


God Almighty first planted a Garden. And indeed, it is the purest of Human Pleasures. It is the greatest Refreshment to the Spirits of Man; without which, Buildings and Palaces are but gross Handyworks: And a Man shall ever see, that when Ages grow to Civility and Elegancy, Man comes to Build Stately, sooner than Garden finely: As if Gardening were the greater Perfection. I do hold it, in the royal Ordering of Gardens, there ought to be Gardens, for all the Months in the Year: In which, severally, Things of Beauty may be then in Season. For December, and January, and the Latter Part of November, you must take such Things, as are Green all Winter: Holly; Ivy; Bays; Juniper; Cyprus Trees; Yew; Pineapple Trees; Fir Trees; Rosemary; Lavender; Periwinkle, the white, the purple, and the blue; Germander; Flags; Orange Trees; Lemon Trees; and Myrtles if they be stoved; and Sweet Marjoram warm set. There followeth, for the latter part of January, and February, the Mezerion Tree, which then blossoms; Crocus vernus, both the yellow, and the gray; Primroses; Anemones; the early Tulips; Hyacinthus orientalis; Chamairis; Fritellaria. For March, There come Violets, specially the single blue, which are the earliest; the Yellow Daffodil; the Daisy; the Almond Tree in blossom; Sweet Briar. In April follow, the double white Violet; the Wallflower; the Stock Gilliflower; the Cowslip; Flower de Luces, and Lilies of all natures; Rosemary Flowers; the Tulips; the Double Peony; the pale Daffodil; the French Honeysuckle; the Cherry Tree in blossom; the Damson, and Plum Trees in blossom; the Whitethorn in leaf; the Lilac Tree. In May and June, come Pinks of all sorts, specially the Bush Pink; Roses of all kinds except the Musk, which comes later; Honeysuckles; Strawberries; Bugloss; Columbine; the French Marigold; Flos africanus; Cherry Tree in fruit; Ribes; Figs in Fruit; Rasps; Vine Flowers; Lavender in Flowers; the Sweet Satyrian, with the White Flower; Herba muscaria; Lilium convallium; the Apple Tree in blossom. In July, comes Gilliflowers of all varieties; Musk Roses; the Lime Tree in blossom, early Pears, and Plums in Fruit; Gennitings; Quodlins. In August, come Plums of all sorts in fruit; Pears; Apricocks; Barberries; Filberds; Musk-Melons; Monk’s Hoods, of all colours. In September, come Grapes; Apples; Poppies of all colours; Peaches; Melo-Catones; Nectarines; Cornelians; Wardens; Quinces. In October, and the beginning of November, comes Services; Medlars; Bullaces; Roses cut or removed come late; Hollyoaks; and such like. Thus, if you will, you may have the Golden Age again, and a Spring all the year long.


And, because the Breath of Flowers is far Sweeter in the Air (where it comes and goes, like the Warbling of Musick), than in the Hand, therefore nothing is more fit for that delight, than to know what be the Flowers and Plants, that do best perfume the Air. Roses Damask and Red, are fast Flowers of their Smells; for that; you may walk by a whole row of them, and find nothing of their Sweetness; yea, though it be, in a Morning’s Dew. Bays likewise yield no Smell, as they grow. Rosemary little; nor Sweet Marjoram. That which above all others, yields the Sweetest Smell in the Air, is the Violet; specially the White double Violet, which comes twice a Year; about the middle of April, and about Bartholomew-tide. Next to that is, the Musk Rose. Then the Strawberrry Leaves dying, with a most excellent Cordial Smell. Then the Flower of the Vines; it is a little dust, like the dust of a Bent, which grows upon the Cluster, in the First coming forth. Then Sweet Briar. Then Wallflowers, which are very delightful, to be set under a Parlour, or a lower Chamber Window. Then Pinks, and Gilliflowers, specially the Matted Pink, and Clove Gilliflower. Then the Flowers of the Lime Tree. Then the Honeysuckles, so they be somewhat afar off. Of Bean flowers I speak not, because they are Field Flowers. But those which Perfume the Air most delightfully, not passed by as the rest, but being Trodden upon and cushed, are three: That is Burnet, Wild Thyme, and Water-Mints. Therefore, you are to set whole Alleys of them, to have the Pleasure, when you walk or tread.


For Gardens, (speaking of those, which are indeed princelike, as we have done of Buildings) the Contents ought not well to be under Thirty Acres of Ground; and to be divided into three Parts: A Green in the Entrance; a Heath or Desert in the Going Forth; and the Main Garden in the midst; besides Alleys on both Sides. And I like well, that Four Acres of Ground be assigned to the Green; six to the Heath; Four and Four to either side; and Twelve to the Main Garden. The Green hath two pleasures; the one, because nothing is more pleasant to the Eye, than green Grass kept finely shorn; the other, because it will give you a fair Alley in the midst, by which you may go in front upon a stately Hedge, which is to enclose the Garden. But, because the Alley be long, and in great Heat of the Year, or Day, you ought not to buy the shade in the Garden, by going in the Sun through the Green, therefore you are, of either side the Green, to Plant a covered Alley, upon Carpenter’s Work, about Twelve Foot in Height, by which you may go in Shade, into the Garden. As for the making of Knots, or Figures, with divers coloured Earths, that they may lie under the Windows of the House, on that Side, which the Garden stands, they be but Toys: you may see as good Sights, many times, in Tarts. The Garden is best to be Square; encompassed, on all Four Sides with a Stately Arched Hedge. The Arches to be upon Pillars of Carpenter’s Work, of some Ten Foot high, and Six Foot broad; And the Spaces between, of the same Dimension, with Breadth of the Arch; Over the Arches, let there be an entire Hedge, of some Four Foot High, framed also upon Carpenter’s Work; And over every Arch, and upon the upper Hedge, over every Arch, a little Turret, with a Belly, enough to receive a Cage of Birds; And over every Space, between the Arches, some other little Figure, with broad Plates of round coloured Glass, gilt, for the Sun to play upon. But this Hedge I intended to be raised upon a Bank, not steep, but gently slope, of some Six Foot, set all with Flowers. Also I understand, that this Square of the Garden should not be the whole Breadth of the Ground, but to leave, on either Side, Ground enough for diversity of Side Alleys. Unto which the Two covered Alleys of the Green, may deliver you. But there must be no Alleys with Hedges, at either End of this great Inclosure; Not at the hither End, for letting your Prospect upon this fair Hedge from the Green; nor at the further End, for letting your Prospect upon from the Hedge, through the Arches, upon the Heath.


For the ordering of the Ground, within the Great Hedge, I leave it to a Variety of Device; advising nevertheless, that whatsoever form you cast it into, first it be not too busy, or full of Work. Wherein I, for my part, do not like Images cut out in Juniper, or other Garden stuff; They be for Children; Little low Hedges, round, like Welts, with some pretty Pyramids, I like well: And in some Places, fair Columns upon Frames of Carpenter’s Work. I would also have the Alleys, spacious and fair. You may have closer Alleys upon the side Grounds, but none in the main Garden. I wish also, in the very middle, a fair Mount, with three Ascents and Alleys, enough for Four to walk abreast; which I would have to be perfect Circles, without any Bulwarks, or Imbossments; and the whole Mount, to be Thirty Foot high; and some fine Banquetting House, with some Chimneys neatly cast, and without too much Glass.


For Fountains, they are a great Beauty, and Refreshment; but Pools mar all, and make the Garden unwholesome, and full of Flies, and Frogs. Fountains I intend to be of two Natures; The One, that sprinkleth or spouteth Water; the other, a fair Receipt of Water, of some Thirty or Forty Foot Square, but without Filth, or Slime, or Mud. For the first, the Ornaments of Images gilt, or of Marble, which are in use, do well: But the main Matter is, so to convey the Water, as it never Stay, either in the Bowls, or in the Cistern: that the Water be never by Rest discoloured, green or red, or the like; or gather any mossiness Putrefaction. Besides that, it is to be cleansed every day by the Hand. Also some Steps up to it, and some fine Pavement about it, doth well. As for the other kind of Fountain, which we may call a Bathing Pool, it may admit much Curiosity, and Beauty; wherewith we will not trouble ourselves: As, that the Bottom be finely paved, and with Images: The sides likewise; and withal embellished with coloured Glass, and such things of lustre; encompassed also, with fine Rails of low Statues. But the main Point is the same, which we mentioned, in the former kind of Fountain; which is, that the Water be in Perpetual Motion, fed by a Water higher than the Pool, and delivered into it by fair Spouts, and then discharged away under Ground, by some equality of Bores, that it stay little. And for fine Devices, of arching water without Spilling, and Making it rise in several Forms (of Feathers, Drinking Glasses, Canopies, and the like), they be pretty things to look, but nothing to Health and Sweetness.


For the Heath, which was the Third Part of our Plot, I wish it to be framed, as much as may be, to a natural Wildness. Trees I would have none in it; but some Thickets, made only of Sweetbriar, and Honeysuckle, and some Wild Vine amongst; and the Ground set with Violets, Strawberries, and Primroses. For these are sweet, and prosper in the Shade. And these to be in the Heath, here and there, not in any Order. I like also little Heaps, in the Nature of Molehills (such as are in the Wild Heaths) to be set, some with Wild Thyme; some with Pinks; some with Germander, that give a good Flower to the Eye; some with Daisies; some with red Roses; some with Lilium convallium; some with Sweet Williams red; some with Bearsfoot; and the like low Flowers, being withal sweet, and sightly. Part of which Heaps, to be with Standards of little Bushes, pricked upon their Top, and Part without. The Standards to be Roses; Juniper; Holly; Barberries (but here and there, because of the Smell of their Blossom); Red Currents, Gooseberries; Rosemary; Bays; Sweetbriar; and such like. But these Standards, to be kept with Cutting, that they grow not out of Course.


For the Side Grounds, you are to fill them with Variety of Alleys, Private, to give a full Shade; some of them, wheresoever the Sun be. You are to frame some of them likewise for Shelter, that when the Wind blows sharp, you may walk, as in a Gallery. And those Alleys must be likewise hedged, at both Ends, to keep out the Wind; and these closer Alleys, must be ever finely gravelled, and no Grass, because of going wet. In many of these Alleys likewise, you are to set Fruit Trees of all Sorts; as well upon the Walls as in Ranges. And this would be generally observed, that the Borders, wherein you plant your Fruit Trees, be fair and large, and low, and not steep; and set with fine Flowers, but thin and sparingly, lest they deceive the Trees. At the End of both the Side Grounds, I would have a Mount of some pretty Height, leaving the Wall of the Enclosure breast high, to look abroad into the fields.


For the Main Garden, I do not deny, but there should be some fair Alleys, ranged on both Sides, with Fruit Trees; and some pretty Tufts of Fruit Trees, and Arbours; with Seats, set in some decent Order; but these to be, by no Means, set too thick, but to leave the Main Garden, so as it be not close, but the Air open and free. For as for Shade, I would have you rest, upon the Alleys of Side Grounds, there to walk, if you be disposed, in the Heat of the Year, or Day; but to make account, that the Main Garden, is for the more temperate parts of the Year; and in the Heat of Summer, for the Morning, and the Evening, or Overcast Days.


For Aviaries, I like them not, except they be of that Largeness, as they may be Turfed, and have living Plants, and Bushes, set in them; that the Birds may have more Scope, and natural Nesting, and that no Foulness appear in the Floor of the Aviary. So I have made a Platform of a princely Garden, partly by Precept, partly by Drawing, not a Model, but some general lines of it; and in this I have spared for no Cost. But it is nothing for great Princes, that for the most Part, taking advice with Workmen, with no less Cost, set their Things together; and sometimes add Statues, and such Things, for State and Magnificence, but nothing to the true Pleasure of the Garden.


FRANCIS BACON


Milton and Bacon accepted God’s omnipotence in creation. Lawrence here wonders how on earth He managed it – or some aspects of it. Not by thought, he decides – a very Lawrentian conclusion.




Red Geranium and Godly Mignonette


Imagine that any mind ever thought a red geranium!


As if the redness of a red geranium could be anything but a sensual experience


and as if sensual experience could take place before there were any senses.


We know that even God could not imagine the redness of a red geranium


nor the smell of mignonette


when geraniums were not, and mignonette neither.


And even when they were, even God would have to have a nose to smell at the mignonette.


You can’t imagine the Holy Ghost sniffing at cherry-pie heliotrope.


Or the Most High, during the coal age, cudgelling his mighty brains


even if he had any brains: straining his mighty mind


to think, among the moss and mud of lizards and mastodons


to think out, in the abstract, when all was twilit green and muddy:


‘Now there shall be turn-tiddly-um, and tum-tiddly-um, hey-presto! scarlet geranium!’


We know it couldn’t be done.


But imagine, among the mud and the mastodons


God sighing and yearning with tremendous creative


yearning, in that dark green mess


oh, for some other beauty, some other beauty


that blossomed at last, red geranium, and mignonette.


D. H. LAWRENCE








IMMORAL PLANTS
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Andrew Young, like other well-known clergymen, was also a poet and a fine botanist. From childhood, he was passionately interested in finding wild flowers – particularly those that were rare and only to be found in a few places. He writes about wild flowers with a kind of intimate ease and affectionate knowledge that presents his formidable knowledge in the most entrancing manner and makes him a pleasure to read for anybody, whether they know anything of his subject or not. Here he is on immoral plants, and the conclusions he reaches are a just indictment of our ‘holier than any other species’ attitude.


. . . When people think of immoral plants, they think rather of parasites. Originally a parasite meant merely one who sat at the same table. All plants in that sense are parasites, for all feed at the earth’s table. But so crowded is this table that though we often speak of the earth, we seldom see it except in a ploughed field; and some plants have been tempted to prey on others. These are the true parasites, for a parasite came to mean one who sponged on other people, inviting himself to their tables. ‘Parasite is now a disreputable term’, says a Dining Philosopher; and another, to show how low human parasites can sink, adds, ‘When a patron, after eating radishes, belches in their faces, the flatterers say he must have lunched on violets and roses.’


. . . Who would suspect the pretty Eyebright of being a parasite? Yet it yielded to temptation and took to tapping the roots of other plants. No doubt there was a tendency to crime in the family, for other members have taken to the same practice, Bartsia, Cow-wheat, Yellow Rattle and Lousewort, sometimes called Red Rattle. They all have green leaves, though suspiciously small and dark; so theirs is only a case of petty theft. But we must dismiss them with a caution, for some of their relations have sunk to hopeless parasitism; if they were ever members of the family, they are now disowned, especially by its irreproachable members such as Foxglove and Snapdragon, and form a family by themselves, known as Oroban-chaceae or Vetch-stranglers. Toothwort, preying on the roots of trees, usually of Hazel, lives a subterranean life, little better than a Toadstool. The Toadstool appears above ground as a fruit, Toothwort as a flower. It comes up to get married, so to speak, and presents a somewhat naked and blushing appearance. Its leaves are whitish scales, giving it the name Toothwort and a reputation for curing toothache. The other Orobanches are the Broomrapes, such hardened parasites that their seeds will germinate only in the presence of some plant on which they can prey – their host, as botanists pleasantly call it. As the chances of any particular seed falling in with such a plant are small, they produce an abundance of seed, and like the wicked of whom the Psalmist speaks, ‘they are full of children’. They too are without green leaves, the working dress of honest plants.


‘The flowers without clothes live,’ says Vaughan, but compared with the naked Broomrapes most other flowers are well dressed.


Lesser Broomrape is common in fields of Clover, but it can live on other plants as well. Some Broomrapes, living on only one plant, or perhaps two, are rare. I had to visit a famous golf-course in Kent to find Clove-scented Broomrape. I found the players very unreasonable; when I walked across the fairway, they shouted and shook their fists, and when I crouched in a bunker, they thought I was waiting to steal their golf-balls. I met with a different kind of difficulty when I went to look for Red Broomrape, which grows on Thyme. I was walking on the cliff above Kynance Cove, when a man rushed up crying, ‘Stop! they are going to shoot the Elephant Boy’. I saw a crowd on the beach, and was afraid for a moment the fatal deed was done; but, as it turned out all he meant was that a film was being taken . . . The man would not listen when I suggested that the picture would be greatly improved by a distant view of myself, a lonely Englishman botanizing on the Atlas Mountains.


Broomrapes are not very harmful to their hosts, but with Dodder it is a different matter; its tangle of reddish stems can almost strangle a sturdy Gorse-bush . . . Great Bindweed, climbing on other plants and saving its strength, produces large leaves and flowers, and is indeed a spectacular success: Dodder, inspired by a like ambition, became a climber too, but its climbing was the first step in its downfall. As the pretty Eyebright was tempted by the sight of so much grass, Dodder was lured by the closeness of the plant it embraced; but while Eyebright became nothing worse than a petty thief, Dodder grew to be a pure parasite, a vampire, a plant so degenerate that it has no roots except in infancy, no green leaves, nothing but a tangle of string-like stems, knotted with small waxy flowers.
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