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			One

			

			Day of the Dead

			In the spring of 1936, a writer planted roses. I had known this for more than three decades and never thought enough about what that meant until a November day a few years ago, when I was under doctor’s orders to recuperate at home in San Francisco and was also on a train from London to Cambridge to talk with another writer about a book I’d written. It was November 2, and where I’m from that’s celebrated as Día de Los Muertos, the Day of the Dead. Back home, my neighbors had built altars to those who had died in the past year, decorated with candles, food, marigolds, photographs of and letters to those they’d lost, and in the evening people were going to promenade and fill the streets to pay their respects at the open-air altars and eat pan de muerto, bread of the dead, some of their faces painted to look like skulls adorned with flowers in that Mexican tradition that finds life in death and death in life. In a lot of Catholic places, it’s a day to visit cemeteries, clean family graves, and adorn them with flowers. Like the older versions of Halloween, it’s a time when the borders between life and death become porous.

			But I was on a morning train rolling north from King’s Cross in London, gazing out the window as London’s density dissipated into lower and lower buildings spread farther and farther apart. And then the train was rolling through farmland, with grazing sheep and cows and wheat fields and clusters of bare trees, beautiful even under a wintry white sky. I had an errand or perhaps a quest to carry out. I was looking for some trees—perhaps a Cox’s orange pippin apple tree and some other fruit trees—for Sam Green, who’s a documentary filmmaker and one of my closest friends. He and I had been talking about trees, and more often emailing about them, for several years. We shared a love for them and the sense that someday he might be making a documentary about them, or we might join forces to make some kind of art about them.

			Sam had found solace and joy in trees in the hard year after his younger brother died in 2009, and I think we both loved the sense of steadfast continuity a tree can represent. I had grown up in a rolling California landscape studded with several kinds of oak trees along with bays and buckeyes. Many individual trees that I knew as a child are still recognizable when I return, so little changed when I have changed so much. At the other end of the county was Muir Woods, the famous redwood forest of old-growth trees left uncut when the rest of the area was logged, trees a couple hundred feet tall with needles that condense moisture out of the air on foggy days and drip it onto the soil as a sort of summer rain that only falls under the canopy and not in the open air.

			Slices of redwood trees a dozen or more feet across, with their annual rings used as history charts, were popular in my youth, and the arrival of Columbus in the Americas or the signing of the Magna Carta and sometimes the birth and death of Jesus would be marked on the huge disks in museums and parks. The oldest redwood in Muir Woods is 1,200 years old, so more than half its time on Earth had passed before the first Europeans showed up in what they would name California. A tree planted tomorrow that lived as long would be standing in the thirty-third century ad, and it would be short-lived compared to the bristlecones a few hundred miles east, which can live five thousand years. Trees are an invitation to think about time and to travel in it the way they do, by standing still and reaching out and down.

			If war has an opposite, gardens might sometimes be it, and people have found a particular kind of peace in forests, meadows, parks, and gardens. The surrealist artist Man Ray fled Europe and Nazis in 1940 and spent the next decade in California. During the Second World War, he visited the sequoia groves in the Sierra Nevada and wrote of these trees that are broader than redwoods, but not quite as tall: “Their silence is more eloquent than the roaring torrents and Niagaras, than the reverberating thunder in [the] Grand Canyon, than the bursting of bombs; and is without menace. The gossiping leaves of the sequoias, one hundred yards above one’s head, are too far away to be heard. I recalled a stroll in the Luxembourg Gardens during the first months of the outbreak of war, stopping under an old chestnut tree that had probably survived the French Revolution, a mere pygmy, wishing I could be transformed into a tree until peace came again.”
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			That summer before my trip to England, when Sam was in town, we had gone to admire the trees planted in San Francisco by Mary Ellen Pleasant, a Black woman born in slavery around 1812, who had become a heroine of the Underground Railroad and a civil rights activist, as well as a player in the elite money politics of San Francisco. She had died more than a hundred years before that day we stood under her eucalyptus trees, which felt as though they were the living witnesses of a past otherwise beyond our reach. They had outlived the wooden mansion in which some of the dramas of her life had played out. They were so broad they had buckled the sidewalk, and they reached up higher than most of the buildings around them. Their peeling gray and tan bark spiraled around their trunks, their sickle-shaped leaves lay scattered on the sidewalk, and the wind murmured in their crowns. The trees made the past seem within reach in a way nothing else could: here were living things that had been planted and tended by a living being who was gone, but the trees that had been alive in her lifetime were in ours and might be after we were gone. They changed the shape of time.

			There’s an Etruscan word, saeculum, that describes the span of time lived by the oldest person present, sometimes calculated to be about a hundred years. In a looser sense, the word means the expanse of time during which something is in living memory. Every event has its saeculum, and then its sunset when the last person who fought in the Spanish Civil War or the last person who saw the last passenger pigeon is gone. To us, trees seemed to offer another kind of saeculum, a longer time scale and deeper continuity, giving shelter from our ephemerality the way that a tree might offer literal shelter under its boughs.

			In Moscow there are trees planted during the Czarist era that grew, shed their leaves in fall, stood steadfast through the winters, bloomed in springs through the Russian Revolution, shaded visitors in summers in the Stalinist era, through the purges, the show trials, the famines, the Cold War and glasnost and the collapse of the Soviet Union, dropped their leaves during the autumns of the rise of that admirer of Stalin, Vladimir Putin, and that will outlive Putin and Sam and me and everyone on that train with me that November morning. The trees were reminders of both our own ephemerality and their endurance long beyond ours, and in their uprightness they stood in the landscape like guardians and witnesses.

			Also that summer, when we were hanging out at my home talking about trees, I had mentioned an essay by George Orwell I had loved for a long time, a brief, casual, lyrical piece he dashed off in the spring of 1946 for Tribune, the socialist weekly where he published about eighty pieces from 1943 to 1947. The essay that appeared on April 26, 1946, is titled “A Good Word for the Vicar of Bray,” and it’s a triumph of meandering that begins by describing a yew tree in a Berkshire churchyard said to have been planted by a vicar who was a famously fickle political player, switching sides repeatedly in the religious wars of the time. That fickleness let him survive and stay in place, like a tree, while many fell or fled.

			Orwell writes of the vicar, “Yet, after this lapse of time, all that is left of him is a comic song and a beautiful tree, which has rested the eyes of generation after generation and must surely have outweighed any bad effects which he produced by his political quislingism.” From there Orwell leapt to the last king of Burma, whose supposed misdeeds he mentioned, along with the trees that king planted in Mandalay, “tamarind trees which cast a pleasant shade until the Japanese incendiary bombs burned them down in 1942.” Orwell had been a policeman in the British imperial service in Burma, so he would have seen those trees for himself in the 1920s, as well as the huge yew he described in the church cemetery in Bray, a small town west of London.*

			He proposes that “the planting of a tree, especially one of the long-living hardwood trees, is a gift which you can make to posterity at almost no cost and with almost no trouble, and if the tree takes root it will far outlive the visible effect of any of your other actions, good or evil.” And then he mentioned the inexpensive roses and fruit trees he had planted himself, ten years earlier, and how he had revisited them recently and in them beheld his own modest botanical contribution to posterity. “One of the fruit trees and one of the rose bushes died, but the rest are all flourishing. The sum total is five fruit trees, seven roses and two gooseberry bushes, all for twelve and sixpence.* These plants have not entailed much work, and have had nothing spent on them beyond the original amount. They never even received any manure, except what I occasionally collected in a bucket when one of the farm horses happened to have halted outside the gate.”

			I’d derived from that last line a picture of the author with a bucket and a gate beyond which horses passed, but I hadn’t thought more about where and how he lived at the time and why he planted roses. Nevertheless, I had found the essay memorable and moving from the time I first encountered it. I thought it was a fugitive trace of an Orwell that remained embryonic, undeveloped, of who he might have been in less turbulent times, but I was wrong about that.

			His life was shot through with wars. He was born on June 25, 1903, right after the Boer War, reached adolescence during the First World War (a patriotic poem, written when he was eleven, was his first published work), with the Russian Revolution and the Irish war of independence raging into the 1920s and the beginning of his adulthood, been among those who saw all through the 1930s the conflagrations of the Second World War being set up, who fought in the Spanish Civil War in 1937, had lived in London during the Blitz and been bombed out himself, and coined the term cold war in 1945 and saw that cold war and its nuclear arsenals grow more fearsome in the last years before his death on January 21, 1950. Those conflicts and menaces consumed a lot of his attention—but not all of it.

			I had first read his essay on tree planting in a big, ugly, dog-eared paperback titled The Orwell Reader, which I bought cheap from a used bookstore when I was about twenty and wandered through for years, getting to know his style and tone as an essayist, his opinions about other writers, about politics, about language and writing, a book I had absorbed when I was young enough for it to be a foundational influence on my own meander toward becoming an essayist. I had come across his 1945 fable Animal Farm as a child, so that I first read it as a story about animals and mourned the faithful horse Boxer’s death and not known that it was an allegory for the corruption of the Russian Revolution into Stalinism.

			I’d read Nineteen Eighty-Four for the first time as a teenager, and then gotten to know Homage to Catalonia, his firsthand account of the Spanish Civil War, in my twenties. That latter book had been a major influence on my second book, Savage Dreams, for its example of honesty about the shortcomings of one’s own side and loyalty to it anyway and of how to incorporate into a political narrative personal experience all the way down to doubts and discomforts—that is, how to make room for the small and subjective inside something big and historic. He had been one of my principal literary influences, but I had not gotten to know more about him than what he revealed in the books and whatever set of assumptions was ambient.

			That essay of his I shared with Sam was in praise of the arboreal saeculum, and it was hopeful in that it looked to the future as something we could contribute to and, more than that, in that year after the first atom bombs had been detonated, as something we could have some degree of faith in: “Even an apple tree is liable to live for about 100 years, so that the Cox I planted in 1936 may still be bearing fruit well into the twenty-first century. An oak or a beech may live for hundreds of years and be a pleasure to thousands or tens of thousands of people before it is finally sawn up into timber. I am not suggesting that one can discharge all one’s obligations towards society by means of a private re-afforestation scheme. Still, it might not be a bad idea, every time you commit an antisocial act, to make a note of it in your diary, and then, at the appropriate season, push an acorn into the ground.” The essay took a tone common in his work, traveling nonchalantly from particulars to generalities, and from the minor to the major—in this case from one particular apple tree to universal questions of redemption and legacies.

			That summer day when we fell to talking about trees, I told Sam about Orwell’s garden, and he grew excited, and we went over to my computer to see if we could find out if the five fruit trees were still there. It took only a few minutes to dig up the address of the cottage Orwell had moved to in April 1936 and then a minute or two more to zoom in on the address on a mapping app, but the aerial views were full of indistinct blobs of green foliage that didn’t tell us what we wanted to know.

			Sam wrote a letter to the unknown inhabitants of the address we’d found, which was far more rural than the place I’d pictured all those years since I’d first read the essay. It was a very Sam letter that noted that “we are not kooks,” offering the links to his website and mine to try to demonstrate that we were people who had a respectable history of taking interest in obscure facts and researching historical tangents. We hadn’t heard back when I stepped off the train in Baldock in Hertfordshire, several stops before Cambridge, a little wobbly, a little anxious about knocking on that cottage door, but also more than a little exhilarated.

			I’d had a hard year, and on top of being exhausted I’d gotten seriously ill and was supposed to be home convalescing. But in all that year’s conflict about how much I should tour, I had signed a British contract that somewhere in its several pages of small print made me liable for a floor of ten thousand pounds in payments if I didn’t show up, so I’d had to fly to London and talk about politics and ideas while fearful that I might faint on the street or disintegrate onstage. Since I was traveling so far, I agreed to go onward to Manchester so as not to spurn the north, and to Cambridge to have a public conversation with my old friend and fellow writer Rob Macfarlane.

			I was about to find what I had not been looking for on this trip I would have canceled if I could. When I gave the address to the taxi driver, he knew exactly where to go. I wished that the journey out of the old market town and over the rolling Hertfordshire countryside had taken longer, because I was nervous about arrival and enchanted with the farmland we were passing through so rapidly. But it only took a few minutes to reach the village of Wallington or what I would see of it on that visit, a country lane lined with cottages, where the taxi driver saw a man outside and said, “Oh there’s Graham now, I’ll just introduce you.”

			I had thought it likely I would be rebuffed or reproached—and certainly anyone who lives in a famous writer’s former home could come to feel besieged. I had expected that I might end up just snooping over fences for fruit trees, or asking a question or two at the door, but Graham Lamb—a slight older man with curling gray hair and, also, a Scottish accent—was cheerful and welcoming. He remembered Sam’s letter, apologized for not replying—he was still gathering data to send us, he told me—and I was ushered into the back and introduced to Dawn Spanyol, his partner, who was working in the garden.

			Dawn had come across the place when it was up for sale a few years earlier and told Graham about it and he rushed over to see it. They bought it immediately, after ascertaining that it was tiny and cramped and unsuitable for hosting their families at holidays and met absolutely none of their criteria about living near the sea or near pubs and shops. They joked that it had after all once been a shop and the house next door had been a pub, and he loved its literary lineage, she its garden. It was in a village full of people who expected to end up elsewhere, they added. The fruit trees were no more, cut down in the 1990s when the garden shed in the back had been expanded. But Nigel next door had been there much longer, and so we went over to say hello to Nigel and meander around his yard and peer back at Dawn and Graham’s yard from it. The fruit trees were within his living memory, his saeculum, but there was nothing much he could say about them, except that they had been over there and nothing to see but some dank, ivy-choked, decaying stumps that might possibly have been last traces of some of those trees.

			We stepped inside the cottage, and Graham showed me an aerial color photograph of the place as it had been some fifty years earlier. That too just showed green blobs for trees, and the main thing was that the fruit trees were now gone. The cottage interior had white-plastered walls, dark woodwork, and small rooms with low ceilings, more picturesque and pleasant than anything I would’ve associated with Orwell. Most of the accounts of the place make it sound grim, and in 1936 it did lack modern conveniences—including gas, electricity, and an indoor toilet, and the thatched roof was then a tin roof—but he liked being there immensely, so far as I can tell. Graham showed me the low doorway between the room off the kitchen Orwell used as an office and the room just beyond it that functioned as a shop in his time and as a sitting room in Dawn and Graham’s; the tall writer must have had to stoop every time or bash his head on the lintel. A few slots were cut into the door so he could peer in from his work if a customer entered.

			The trees in the garden were gone, but after we’d met Nigel and toured the stumps and viewed the photograph, they mentioned that the roses Orwell planted might still be there. The news startled me into alertness, and my mild disappointment about the fruit trees was overtaken by a wild rush of exhilarated interest. We went back out to the garden, where even on that November day two big unruly rosebushes were in bloom, one with pale pink buds opening up a little and another with almost salmon flowers with a golden-yellow rim at the base of each petal. They were exuberantly alive, these allegedly octogenarian roses, living things planted by the living hand (and shovel work) of someone gone for most of their lifetime. Graham told me that the roses were so prolific that the schoolmistress, Esther Brookes, who had purchased the cottage in 1948 after Orwell surrendered the lease, used buds from one of them as tickets for admission for the village fête. In 1983, she reported that the Albertine rose he planted was “the glory of the garden” and “still blooms.”

			His roses had been blooming in November 1939, when Orwell noted in his domestic diary, “Cut down the remaining phloxes, tied up some of the chrysanthemums which had been blown over. Difficult to do much these afternoons now it is winter-time. The chrysanths now in full flower, mostly dark reddy-brown, & a few ugly purple & white ones which I shan’t keep. Roses still attempting to flower, otherwise no flowers in the garden now. Michaelmas daisies are over & I have cut some of them down.” Nearly everyone who knew him is gone, but the roses are a sort of saeculum that includes Orwell. I was suddenly in his presence in a way I hadn’t expected, and I was in the presence of a living remnant of the essay, and they rearranged my old assumptions.

			The apparent directness of these two plants’ connection to him and to that long-ago essay about roses and fruit trees and continuity and posterity filled me with joyous exaltation. So did the fact that this man most famous for his prescient scrutiny of totalitarianism and propaganda, for facing unpleasant facts, for a spare prose style and an unyielding political vision, had planted roses. That a socialist or a utilitarian or any pragmatist or practical person might plant fruit trees is not surprising: they have tangible economic value and produce the necessary good that is food even if they produce more than that. But to plant a rose—or in the case of this garden he resuscitated in 1936, seven roses early on and more later—can mean so many things.

			I had not thought hard enough about those roses I had first read about more than a third of a century before. They were roses, and they were saboteurs of my own long acceptance of a conventional version of Orwell and invitations to dig deeper. They were questions about who he was and who we were and where pleasure and beauty and hours with no quantifiable practical result fit into the life of someone, perhaps of anyone, who also cared about justice and truth and human rights and how to change the world.

		

	
		
			Two

			

			Flower Power

			There are many biographies of Orwell, and they’ve served me well for this book, which is not an addition to that shelf. It is instead a series of forays from one starting point, that gesture whereby one writer planted several roses. As such, it’s also a book about roses, as a member of the plant kingdom and as a particular kind of flower around which a vast edifice of human responses has arisen, from poetry to commercial industry. They’re a widespread wild plant, or many species of plant, and a widely domesticated one, with new varieties created every year, and when it comes to the latter, roses are also big business.

			Roses mean everything, which skates close to meaning nothing. They’ve been used to make larger points, from the medieval philosopher Peter Abelard’s use of roses as an example for an exploration of universals to modernist Gertrude Stein’s “Rose is a rose is a rose.” There’s a line by the anthropologist Mary Douglas to the effect that just as everything symbolizes the body, so the body symbolizes everything else. The same could be said of roses in the western world. As images, they’re so ubiquitous they’re literally wallpaper and are routinely depicted on everything from lingerie to tombstones. Actual roses are used for courtships, weddings, funerals, birthdays, and a lot of other occasions, which is to say for joy, sorrow and loss, hope, victory, and pleasure. When the Black civil rights leader and congressman John Lewis died in the summer of 2020, his casket was taken by horse and wagon over the Alabama bridge where, as a protest marcher in 1965, he’d been beaten almost to death by state troopers. The whole route was scattered with red rose petals to symbolize the blood shed then.

			Just as they crop up in ornament, so they pour forth from aphorisms, poetry, and popular songs. Flowers are often emblems of ephemerality and mortality, as in the vanitas paintings so common in seventeenth-century Europe, where elaborate bouquets were often paired with skulls, fruit, and other reminders that blooming and decaying, life and death, are inseparable. In songs roses often represent love and the beloved as the prize that cannot be grasped or kept. Among the popular songs of the last several decades are “La Vie en Rose,” “Ramblin’ Rose,” “My Wild Irish Rose,” “(I Never Promised You a) Rose Garden,” “A Rose Is Still a Rose,” “Days of Wine and Roses.” In country singer George Jones’s gorgeously lugubrious 1970 hit “A Good Year for the Roses,” however, the rosebushes that go on blooming have proven to be more enduring than his marriage.

			Thorns might be one of the things that distinguish roses and why they’re sometimes anthropomorphized as capricious beauties or femmes fatales, like the conceited rose that’s the beloved in Antoine de Saint-Exupéry’s The Little Prince. In the Brothers Grimm version of “Sleeping Beauty,” the princess is named Briar Rose (Dornröschen, or “rose with thorns” in German), unsuccessful suitors die after being trapped in the thornbushes around the tower in which she sleeps, and those thorns turn to flowers when the right suitor approaches. The blossom attracts, the thorns repel or exact a price for that attraction. “Truths and roses have thorns about them,” says the old aphorism, and Marianne Moore’s poem “Roses Only,” which, like a surprising amount of poetry, is addressed directly to the rose, ends with the remark “Your thorns are the best part of you.” Medieval theologians speculated that there were roses in the Garden of Eden, but the thorns came after the fall from grace.

			Though flowers as the sexual organs of plants often have both male and female reproductive parts, they are routinely represented as feminine, and phenomena that have been feminized are often dismissed as ornamental and inconsequential. Perhaps when a flower is cut to adorn an altar or a table it becomes so, because it has been extracted from the plant’s life cycle and will not produce fruit or seeds or a next generation. It may be the very uselessness of cut flowers, beyond the pleasure they give, that has made them a superlative gift, embodying the generosity and anti-utilitarianism of gift-giving. But flowers are powerful, and all human beings lead lives intertwined with them, whether we notice or not.

			There’s a cultural view in which flowers are dainty, trivial, dispensable—and a scientific one in which flowering plants were revolutionary in their appearance on the earth some two hundred million years or so ago, are dominant on land from the arctic to the tropics, and are crucial to our survival. “How Flowering Plants Conquered the World” is the way a recent scientific article put it. Flowers are the sexual parts of the plants called angiosperms and seeds the offspring of that sexual reproduction, and the revolution was at least as much about the seeds. Angiosperm means encased seed, and those cases—often a protective outer case, always a nutritional packet inside the seed to feed the embryonic plant, sometimes wings or burrs or other means of helping the seed travel—provided them with more robust, varied, and mobile methods of propagation than those of the earlier plants. They made their species capable of more varied techniques of survival and dispersal, and the seeds also made good food for other beings. The poet-paleontologist Loren Eiseley argued more than half a century ago that flowering plants were crucial props and prods to the evolution of mammals and birds, in an essay that made an impression on me when I was young.

			“The agile brain of the warm-blooded birds and mammals demands a high oxygen consumption and food in concentrated forms, or the creatures cannot long sustain themselves,” he wrote in a chapter of The Immense Journey called “How Flowers Changed the World.” He continued, “It was the rise of the flowering plants that provided that energy and changed the nature of the living world. Their appearance parallels in a quite surprising manner the rise of the birds and mammals.” Insects that coevolved with flowers received pollen and nectar in return for pollination services, as did the birds and bats that also pollinate as they feed at blossoms. The relationships were so important that species coevolved and some developed quasi-monogamous relationships, as with the Madagascar orchid with a neck so lengthy only one long-tongued sphinx moth can pollinate it, or the soapweed yucca that has for forty million years relied upon the Tegeticula yuccasella moth for its pollination as that moth relies on its seed as the sole food of its larvae. Seeds constitute a major food source for many other species, including ourselves, as grains, legumes, nuts, fruits, and those vegetables—squashes, tomatoes, peppers, and the rest—we forget are seed-bearing fruits. Seeds too developed mutually beneficial relationships—for example, the berries eaten by birds who sow the undigested seeds far from the parent plant. The complementary relationships between angiosperms and animals generated, Eiseley argues, a world more intricate and interconnected, and the concentrated foodstuffs sped mammalian evolution.

			I write this with random bites and sips at my longtime usual breakfast, tea made of leaves from India, toast from wheat and rye with some other seeds mixed in, milk, butter, and yogurt from local cows whose pastures I know well, and honey from bees, a pastoral landscape on a platter. Most of what we eat is either angiosperm or, for nonvegans, from creatures who fed on angiosperms. There might be evolutionary reasons why we too find flowers so attractive, since our lives are so bound up with theirs, and we have domesticated and bred them to amplify and vary size, forms, colors, and scents. Our lives depend, if not exactly on flowers, then on flowering plants.

			Roses are not a major human food anywhere on Earth, but their petals were used in medieval recipes, and their fruit still is for teas and other potions. During the Second World War, Britain’s Ministry of Food (where Orwell’s wife, Eileen O’Shaughnessy Blair, worked) launched rose hip–gathering campaigns to try to supply vitamin C to a nation cut off from imported foods, notably citrus. By 1942, two hundred tons, equivalent to 134 million hips, were reportedly gathered, mostly to be made into syrup, but the ministry also put out recipes for homemade rose hip marmalade, a product still common in Germany. Roses are also, of course, used for perfumes and scented oils.

			They are part of a plant family, Rosaceae, of more than four thousand species, including apples, pears, quinces, apricots, plums, and peaches, as well as brambles and the thorny blackberries and raspberries whose flowers resemble wild roses’ blooms. The flower of the wild rose, like those of the fruit trees, has five petals; roses bred from random mutations in China, Europe, and the Near East developed the familiar many-petaled forms. In the third century bc the philosopher Theophrastus wrote, “Most have five petals, but some have twelve or twenty, and some a great many more than these; for there are some, they say, which are even called hundred-petalled,” and three centuries later Pliny the Elder also spoke of hundred-petalled roses.

			Over the last few centuries breeders have produced variations on those forms so that there are now thousands of varieties of rose, ranging from some of the old musks, damasks, and albas to the innumerable current versions of the hybrid tea rose, from miniature to hulking cabbage roses, single blooms to clusters, bushes to climbers, stark white to murky attempts at mauves and purples, and a vast array of crimsons, pinks, reds, and yellows, and scents described as sweet, spicy, citrus, fruity, myrrh-like, musky. Even as ornament, flowers represent life itself, as fertility, mortality, transience, extravagance, and as such they enter our art, rites, and language.

		

	
		
			Three

			

			Lilacs and Nazis

			On April 2, 1936, a few months before his thirty-third birthday, Orwell had just arrived in Wallington, had just rented the cottage, and was preparing a garden and with it a life. That spring he was between two journeys that would awaken him politically and set him on the path to becoming a political journalist and essayist and eventually a writer of immense impact. He was also settling down for the first time, at an address he would keep longer than any other, and in which for the first time he would live the life he wanted, with a garden and a wife, in the countryside, making his living primarily as a writer.

			Orwell’s life was notably episodic, and a lot of the episodes are geographical. He was born in northern India, where his father remained for the first several years of his childhood, and raised by his mother in a series of pleasant English towns. His life with her and his two sisters was disrupted when he was, at age eight, sent away to live for five years at a preparatory school where, in return for reduced fees, he was hectored and shamed and groomed to win a scholarship to one of the elite public schools. The grief and bitterness were still strong when, at the end of his life, he wrote a memoir of the experience. At thirteen, he won a scholarship to the most elite of all, Eton, where he spent another four years, acquiring an accent that marked him as an outsider among the poor without making him an insider among the rich. There he was unable or unwilling to excel again, and without the family money for university or the accomplishments for a scholarship, he had to find work.

			At nineteen, he went off to serve in Britain’s imperial police force in Burma for five years, and there’s a picture of him there, among his fellow officers, looking in his military-style uniform more strapping and neatly dressed than at any other point in his life. His job was to bully locals into submitting to an unwanted colonial authority, and he would write about it later in the novel Burmese Days and the essays “Shooting an Elephant” and “A Hanging.” He officially left because of ill health in 1927, but refused to return. Thirteen years later he said of his Burmese job, “I gave it up partly because the climate had ruined my health, partly because I already had vague ideas of writing books, but mainly because I could not go on any longer serving an imperialism which I had come to regard as very largely a racket.” That literary ambition and the low cost of living in France at the time might be why soon after he headed to Paris, but he had also decided to reverse the direction his parents had set for him and become downwardly mobile, not only poor himself but spending time by choice among the poor, as a kind of expiation of that colonial phase and an engagement with the classes he had been taught to shun.

			His first book, Down and Out in Paris and London, is a picaresque account of his dive into the underworld of scrounging, hustling, and scraping by. Two essays also describe his time among the indigent. “How the Poor Die” recounts his two weeks in the squalid public ward of a Paris hospital when he had severe pneumonia, in March 1929. There his bodily needs were neglected and his illness treated with barbaric, outdated methods. At the end of 1929, he returned to England, living with his parents at first. The essay “Hop Picking” tells of his labors and social encounters among the harvesters—“East Enders, mostly costermongers, gypsies, and itinerant agricultural labourers with a sprinkling of tramps”—at a farm in Kent in 1931, as well as the dismal wages, rough living conditions, pleasures he found in the work itself, and subsidiary activity such as stealing apples. “They were the kind of people who . . . tack a ‘fucking’ on to every noun,” he wrote in his diary of the experience, “yet I have never seen anything that exceeded their kindness.” From 1932 to 1935 he worked as a schoolteacher in provincial schools and as a bookstore clerk in London, poorly paid jobs he loathed for their own sakes and for the time and energy they took from his writing.

			His other places—the harsh prep school, Eton, Burma, Paris, then Spain during its civil war, London during those impoverished years and again during the Second World War, and the remote Scottish island on which he spent as much of his last years as he could—have attracted far more attention than Wallington. It’s true that Burma, Paris, London, and Spain all became locations for his books and true that they accord better with the version of Orwell that I found again and again in the books about him I read after that encounter with the autumnal roses. These versions emphasized his political engagement, discordant relations with some of his peers, and exceptional insight into how propaganda and authoritarianism fed each other and how they threatened rights and freedoms, along with the miserable respiratory health that would kill him at forty-six. One is titled Orwell: Wintry Conscience of a Generation. The books painted a stern and gloomy portrait in shades of gray.

			Perhaps his relentless scrutiny of the monstrosities and underlying dangers in the present and the future defines him, but it’s also been used to characterize him as though he was what he saw, or that was all he looked at. I returned to his writing after the roses startled me, and there I found another Orwell whose other perspectives seem to counterbalance his cold eye on political monstrosity. One of the striking things was how much he recounted enjoyment, from many forms of the domestic comfort that might be called coziness to ribald postcards, the pleasures of nineteenth-century American children’s books, British writers like Dickens, “good bad books,” and a host of other things, and most of all animals, plants, flowers, natural landscapes, gardening, the countryside, pleasures that surface over and over again in his books all the way through Nineteen Eighty-Four’s lyrical evocation of the Golden Country and its light, trees, meadows, birdsong, and sense of freedom and release.

			This unfamiliar Orwell brought to mind an essay by Noelle Oxenhandler about waiting and slowness and their value. In it she touches on the life of Jacques Lusseyran, who was blinded as a child and at seventeen became an organizer in the Resistance in Paris during the Second World War. “What impressed me as much as his heroic activity was the pause that preceded it,” she writes, describing how he explored Paris under Nazi occupation, and how at the same time he learned to swing dance, because as he wrote in his own memoir, “Swing was really a dance to drive out demons.” Oxenhandler and Lusseyran suggest that you might prepare for your central mission in life by doing other things that may seem entirely unrelated, and how necessary this may be.

			Orwell seemed to have an instinct for this other work and a talent for giving it what it required. In the last phase of his life, he was both intent upon writing Nineteen Eighty-Four and devoting huge amounts of his time, energy, imagination, and resources to building up a garden verging on a farm, with livestock, crops, fruit trees, a tractor—and a lot of flowers—on the remote tip of a Scottish island. What is it that makes it possible to do the work that is of highest value to others and one’s central purpose in life? It may appear—to others, sometimes even to oneself—trivial, irrelevant, indulgent, pointless, distracted, or any of those other pejoratives with which the quantifiable beats down the unquantifiable.

			This unfamiliar Orwell also brings to mind a famous Buddhist parable about a person chased by a tiger who, in flight, stumbles over a cliff and grasps a small plant to prevent falling to her death. It’s a strawberry plant that is gradually becoming uprooted and will soon give way, and it has one beautifully ripe strawberry dangling from it. What, asks the parable, is the right thing to do at that moment, and the answer is to savor the berry. It’s a story suggesting that we are always mortal and might die sooner than we think: there are often tigers, there are sometimes strawberries. Orwell had his own personal tiger in the terrible health that must have meant he knew death was never far away.

			Much of his life, he suffered from bouts of respiratory diseases. It began with bronchitis contracted as a toddler that seems to have caused bronchiectasis—a condition of damaged airways that made him more susceptible to subsequent pulmonary infection. He came down with pneumonia and bronchitis repeatedly, as a child and as an adult. He was often sick enough to require hospitalization and weeks to months of convalescence. In Spain in 1937 (or, other accounts suggest, in Burma a decade earlier) he seems to have contracted the tuberculosis that would lead to dangerous lung hemorrhages, shortness of breath, weakness, and exhaustion. He had several extended stays in hospitals and sanatoriums before his last decline institutionalized him for the year before his death of TB at forty-six in January 1950.

			Sometimes the shadow of death frightens or depresses people, sometimes it makes them live more vividly and take life less for granted, and Orwell seems to be among the latter. He had an austere and martial disposition in many respects, didn’t flee physical discomfort, and pushed himself through his bodily limitations until he was bedridden, then got back up, again and again, but he reached for the occasional strawberry. A friend said, “He was a rebel against his own biological condition and he was a rebel against social conditions; the two were very closely linked together.”

			None of this means he was an impeccable figure. He was not, he mourned after her death, as kind or faithful to his wife as he should have been. He held on to some of the prejudices of his class, his race and nationality, his gender, his heterosexuality, and his era. Those slights and sneers were particularly strong in his early published work and letters. Slashing away at others seemed to be a means of self-definition and self-enhancement that faded away as he
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