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Editor’s Note

The majority of pieces in this collection are extracted from previously published works and the date of first publication is given in brackets. The book is for a general readership and I have forgone the tens of pages that full citations would have demanded; all the source material is readily accessible. It is only comparatively recently that English orthography has become standardised and I have occasionally modernised spelling in order to enhance clarity. Material that is original to this anthology is marked with a dagger†.
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INTRODUCTION

When Unbound first asked me to curate this anthology, I was hesitant. The words ‘women’ and ‘nature’ have both, in different ways, shifted their meaning in the first quarter of the twenty-first century. The simple dictionary definitions no longer seem to cover it. ‘Women’, in English, is the plural form of ‘woman’, a Middle English term that grew from the Old English ‘wiman’, or ‘wifmann’, and is given in most dictionaries to mean an adult female human. But it’s hard to ignore the implication of an adjunct, or ‘spare rib’, in those three letters: ‘wif’. My relaxed and supportive parents didn’t impart to me an awareness of being a ‘female human’. Perhaps because Mum was, in her own words, a tomboy, and though there were dresses for Sunday best, hand-tailored by older female relatives, I was usually to be found in slacks, often climbing the pear tree in our garden or hiding in the shrub-house I had constructed with my friends in a massive rhododendron bush. While my brother and I had different interests – he played golf, I played the flute – neither of these pastimes were especially associated with either maleness or femaleness, as a result of which I grew up without any particular awareness of having a gender. With hindsight, I have come to regard the laissez-faire attitude of my parents in relation to who or what I perceived myself to be as having been a great luxury.

‘Nature’ is an equally slippery notion. The online dictionary describes ‘nature’ as ‘the phenomena of the physical world collectively, including plants, animals, the landscape, and other features and products of the earth, as opposed to humans or human creations’. This idea of ‘the other’ was something that I struggled with. Many of you will be too young to remember the ‘I Spy’ books: I Spy in the Country, I Spy Birds, with their alluring tick boxes for stag beetles and hayricks, chiffchaffs and mallards - even for different kinds of gate openings. The ‘I Spy’ books were perfect for negotiating and giving form to the endless summer holidays, both as a solitary child and as one accompanied by friends. There was a reassuring, football-card nerdiness in ticking off the natural features or species of moths and comparing them with your friends’ or cousins’ achievements. During school term time, our formidable deputy head, Mrs Ames, ran the Young Ornithologists’ Club, then the junior branch of the RSPB. Seventeen species of bird appeared regularly at the bird table Dad had made for our garden. I had once hand-reared a baby thrush after some boys plucked the nest from the hedgerow. These things were the stuff of everyday life, growing up as I did at the edge of a Green Belt, and I certainly didn’t think of them as ‘other’, or see ‘nature’ as something separate or different from myself. 

Looking at that dictionary definition – what does it actually mean? Does ‘nature’ only include things that have evolved naturally, without our intervention? Should it include domestic animals, cats and dogs, cows and sheep? And what about the things that are wild? Where does the hand-reared thrush, Jimmy, fit in? Was he still wild? What does ‘wild’ mean? Also, as anyone who has spent time outdoors will have learned, humans and ‘other than human critters’, to borrow Donna Haraway’s term, have a tendency to domesticate one another, if left in too close proximity for any length of time. When I returned this evening and put the light on in my study here at RSPB Haweswater, there was a quick ‘Agh!’ and a metallic tap at the window. A great spotted woodpecker – something of a martinet – had observed my return to the house, and specifically to the room where a plastic bird feeder was attached by suction discs to the window. ‘Agh!’ meant, ‘Go and get those sunflower hearts you know I love,’ or, at the very least, ‘Where are they?’ This bird will enter the room if I leave the window open. I haven’t ‘tamed’ it. It has simply come to associate me with 1) no danger to itself and 2) a thus-far endless supply of sunflower hearts. It doesn’t come into the room to be my friend, but to try to find the stash (they’re in a filing cabinet, in a sack labelled ‘RSPB Sunflower Hearts’). 

Carl Safina, in his ground-breaking study of animal behaviour, Becoming Wild: How Animal Cultures Raise Families, Create Beauty, and Achieve Peace, seeks to open our eyes to the largely unacknowledged cultural common ground shared by whales, scarlet macaws, chimpanzees and humans, among others, and the extent to which we are all taught by our elders, to ‘become’. Animals learn and share with us cultural attributes such as the desire to nurture one’s family, in the case of whales, or to live in peace with one’s neighbours, despite a natural war-like proclivity, in the case of chimpanzees. 

My real issue with the word ‘nature’ is that it is implicitly anthropocentric. It is, by definition, ‘them’ and ‘us’. The philosopher Timothy Morton prefers not to use the word, favouring ‘ecology’ instead. Ecology – and here’s another dictionary term – is ‘the branch of biology that deals with the relations of organisms to one another and to their physical surroundings’; or put another way, we too are part of the whole. And yet even the term ‘ecology’ takes no cognisance of a spiritual or other-than-physical aspect that which we are seeking to describe. The unseen, the unquantifiable, and the sublime slips through the net. How many of us respond to something elusive, something mysterious, about the natural world? 

Given my own discomfort at the concepts of both gender and nature, it may seem an odd decision for me to have called this collection Women on Nature, even, perhaps, something of a retrograde step. But, the thing is, you know what I mean! If you are reading this now, then those two words have clearly conveyed enough for you to have picked up and possibly bought this book. In reality I chose the title as a playful acknowledgement of Susan Griffin’s controversial 1978 feminist polemic Woman and Nature: The Roaring Inside Her, in which Griffin disputed the patriarchal and somewhat patronising position that ‘women’ are ‘intuitive’, ‘closer to nature’ (Mother Nature, Father God) and therefore inherently ‘wild’ or ‘volatile’ and in need of ‘taming’ or ‘civilising’. And until really very recently, in our east Atlantic archipelago at any rate, it is true that what we think of as nature writing has been associated almost exclusively with men. As a fledgling writer, I was very much influenced by the work of Bruce Chatwin, Roger Deakin, Robert Macfarlane and Peter Matthiessen. At a certain level these writers may be thought of as travel writers, and nature writing, as we often find it, bears a familial relationship to travel writing. A writer goes out into a landscape and records what they see. Yet this kind of endeavour, writing that is born out of a journey, has often been undertaken, and for sound cultural and economic reasons, by men, who for one reason or another have had the time and resources to do both the travelling and the writing. We are stumbling into a trap, therefore, if we assume that women have traditionally not written about the natural world because they have not been writing these kinds of books. 

What would happen, I wondered, if I simply missed out the 50 per cent of the population whose voices have been credited with shaping this particular cultural form? If I coppiced the woodland and allowed the light to shine down to the forest floor and illuminate countless saplings now that a gap has opened in the canopy? 

But it isn’t only male voices that are hushed in this volume. I have also focused exclusively on writing in English about the eastern islands of the Atlantic Ocean. This is because if you ask someone to name well-known nature writers who are women, the names Annie Dillard, Gretel Ehrlich, Rebecca Solnit, Terry Tempest Williams and Robin Wall Kimmerer – all US writers – are likely to be among the first to come up,, and the American tradition, for want of a better term, and its east Atlantic equivalent, have had different formative influences, and have emerged in different ways. So, having cut away half the population and much of the English-speaking world, this volume focuses on what is left. 

I have presented the authors in alphabetical order, which means that Dorothy Wordsworth, who opens the collection through the medium of Kathryn Aalto’s twenty-first-century essay, also closes it through the nineteenth-century words of her own journal. The words of Scotland’s current Makar, Jackie Kay, sit between the words of the fourteenth-century anchorite Julian of Norwich and the author of the first autobiography written in English, Margery Kempe. (As it happened, Margery Kempe had visited Mother Julian in her cell in Norwich to ask her advice, so these two extraordinary women knew one another.) While this means that the reader is constantly shifting in time and space from Ireland, to Wales, from the fourteenth century to the twenty-first, it also means that if you want to find, for example, Naoko Abe, or Emily Brontë, you just open the book quite near the beginning, and if you’re looking for Anita Sethi or Dorothy Wellesley, then you can work your way backwards from the end. There are a great number of voices ranging, unevenly, over 700 years, and the writing shifts in form through essay, fiction, journal, letter, life writing, poetry, recipe book to travelogue, and its subjects stretch from fishing to gardening, mysticism to natural history. Many pieces are fragments of greater works, and in this respect Women on Nature has something of the feel of a commonplace book, and I encourage the reader to seek out the originals for themselves, or find other works by the writers here presented. The word ‘anthology’ does, after all, mean a collection of flowers, so it is fitting that there is something of the field notebook here, with blooms of varying provenance pressed between its pages. The collection could easily have been twice the size, with double the number of contributors, but time and available funding have determined the present volume. 

Virginia Woolf famously observed in A Room of One’s Own that in order for a woman to write she needs independent means and a place in which to do it. I have drawn together this collection during the coronavirus ‘lockdown’ of 2020. You, the reader, have generously funded the physical making of the book. I am funded by Chancellor Rishi Sunak’s emergency bailout scheme for the self-employed, because my ordinary work has vanished as a direct consequence of the pandemic. An unexpected side effect of this eventuality has been the much-needed time in which to compile this anthology. 

For a room, I am indebted to Lee Schofield of RSPB Haweswater who has invited me to come and write at the society’s remote and exquisitely located headquarters in ancient Naddle Forest while the regular staff are furloughed. The view from my room is of two mighty, creaking ash trees. When I first arrived here the air was bright with cuckoos and the sunlight seemingly interminable. As the long days have slipped into shortening weeks, the soft breath of the canopy has displaced the clattering din of morning birds, until only an occasional curlew, or the giggle of a green woodpecker, or the bleat of a disgruntled lamb interrupt the ear-stopping, tinnitus-inducing silence. A combination of circumstances has enabled me to compile this anthology. Several of the women in this book fulfil Woolf’s exacting criteria in a more direct way. In other words, many of these writers, certainly until the last third of the twentieth century, enjoyed a high degree of privilege, though by no means all of them. 

In searching for contributions to the anthology I have been interested by how many times the words ‘island’, ‘garden’ and ‘tree’ have appeared. Domestic animals are referred to interchangeably with their wild counterparts. There is an emphasis on the lived experience of ‘being outside’, rather than on the elusive term ‘nature’. Perhaps that is what this book is: a collection of writing by women about the experience of being under the permissive sky rather than beneath a man-made ceiling. And it usually was made by a man or men. 

Several of the writers here are gardeners, while others are artists, beekeepers, biologists, farmers, cooks, geologists, mountaineers, natural historians, poets, teachers, theologians and travel writers. Visual artists have also contributed to the anthology, and their work is interleaved throughout the collection. The experience of a working and interactive relationship with the natural world characterises the pages of this book alongside more familiar aesthetic or conservation-weighted responses. Perhaps this is in part because of the size of these islands, where the sea – which for any of us is at most a two-hour drive away – is one of the last unruly places. On land there is little sense of a pristine ‘baseline’ to which we might return. After all, our islands are mapped, ravaged, evaluated and known. The future of our other-than-human neighbours – animal, vegetable and mineral – is clearly in our hands. Exciting and important choices beckon about how we manage our natural resources, how we farm, where and how we build. It is imperative that we live in ‘right relationship’, as the eighteenth-century Quaker John Woolman put it, with the world that sustains us, on both the micro and macro level, from our choice of washing powder to the restoration of upland hay meadows.

I often find myself returning to the words of the American writer Emma Marris: ‘We are already influencing the whole Earth, whether we admit it or not. To influence it consciously and effectively, we must admit our role and even embrace it. We must temper our romantic notion of untrammelled wilderness and find room next to it for the more nuanced notion of a global, half-wild rambunctious garden, tended by us.’ While I still believe in an inclusive ecology, or enfolding net, of which we are but a part, it is also apparent that of all the creatures, plants and features of our land, sky and seas it is our species that has the greatest capacity to act consciously for the good of the whole. To act to conserve, to shape, to change, to renew, to invigorate that which we encounter, not merely to observe and catalogue its fall. 

Katharine Norbury

Naddle Farm, Haweswater, August 2020



KATHRYN AALTO

From Writing Wild (2020)

I left my sole companion-friend,

To wander out alone.

Lured by a little winding path, 

I quitted soon the public road,

A smooth and tempting path it was, 

By sheep and shepherds trod. 

Dorothy Wordsworth, Grasmere, A Fragment

Our journey begins in Wasdale, one of the wildest and most remote valleys in England’s Lake District. In the pink predawn light of midsummer, I set out on a narrow lane lined in drystone walls overflowing in fragrant wild honeysuckle and mustard lichen. I pass St Olaf’s, possibly England’s smallest church, a stone structure set amid a grove of yews in ancient Viking fields. 

I lift the latch at a path marked Scafell Pike, step through the gate, and hear the metallic clink break the morning silence. I cross a pasture toward a wooden bridge and onto a narrow ascending gravel trail. The way is up, but Scafell Pike – the peak I’m aiming for and England’s tallest – is hidden for the moment by Goat Crag. I walk through Brackenclose then rise along the rocky cascades of Lingmell Gill and higher, through alpine meadows of purple saxifrage and carpets of moss along Brown Tongue. Above me is Black Crag, a peak shorter than my destination, and I stop here to appreciate the pleasures of total silence. When I begin hiking again, I can hear my breath, my feet crunching in the gravel, and somewhere in the clear air above me, a ring ouzel calls, pauses, then sings a warbled song that sounds like marbles in hand. An hour passes, 1,500 feet climbed. Higher up at Lingmell Col, the saddle between Broad Crag and Scafell Pike, Herdwick sheep rest in boulder shadows, where they leave tufts of black and white wool in the parsley fern. Above me, a sharp ping, ping, ping of a buzzard against the fingernail moon. The sun is rising, and soon it will be hot. My legs are strong and I travel light. I don’t mean to overtake two sets of highly kitted men – but I do. And I wink at them. 

I reach a large debris field of scree and shattered rock and look for cairns to lead me in the final steep climb. I leap across rocks and boulders. There are some final steps onto a platform, and I’m finally standing at the 3,209-foot summit. For a little while, before less early risers make their way up, I am alone on one of the world’s most rapturous stages. I take a deep breath, a study in blues all around me. Dark blue lakes. Indigo mountain shadows. Robin-egg sky. It’s seven in the morning, and the sun is spreading golden light into these blue hues. I see Helvellyn and Skiddaw and can just make out the Mourne Mountains across the Irish Sea and Snowdonia in Wales to the south. Somewhere in the hills below me is Grasmere, the home of England’s most famous poet. 

Here on top of Scafell Pike, it’s easy to understand why few landscapes are more steeped in literary history than this. It’s a place celebrated over 200 years ago by the enraptured band of brothers known as the Lake Poets – Robert Southey, Samuel Taylor Coleridge and William Wordsworth – who all walked and wrote among these hills and vales. In their landmark 1798 Lyrical Ballads, Wordsworth and Coleridge sought to overturn the pompous epic poetry that came before them. They were their generation’s Sex Pistols and Dead Kennedys, and this was poetry’s punk moment. Old subjects were thrown out – sensations were celebrated. In ordinary language and in folk-ballad form, these poets celebrated their own memories, their own emotions, and their own experiences in nature. Their work represents the start of what is known as English Romanticism, the artistic celebration of the individual, nature and the past that extended from the late 1700s to the early 1800s. It was a reaction to the Industrial Revolution and the new faith in reason, science and mathematics embodied by the Enlightenment. Romantics sought a return to individual experiences like awe, horror and fear as a way to cultivate mystery and wonder in an increasingly mechanistic society. In simple terms, you could say that a Romantic preferred to wake to a cockerel than to a clock. 

Squinting in the direction of Grasmere, I think of Glencoyne Bay near Ullswater, where Wordsworth and his younger sister Dorothy often walked together. But I haven’t climbed all this way to celebrate him – 170 years after his death, he still has his fame, and rightly so. Instead, I’m thinking of Dorothy. 

She was born in 1771 in Cockermouth, a market town on the western edge of the Lake District, the middle child and only girl of the five Wordsworth children. Tall and slender, radiating intelligence and kindness, Dorothy’s natural disposition and sensibilities mirrored the wild and emotive traits the Romantics esteemed. As a little girl, she wept at first sight of the sea – as an adult, contrasts of colour and texture in fields also moved her deeply. Their mother and father died when the Wordsworth children were young, and the four brothers bounced between relatives, while Dorothy was sent to Yorkshire to live with her mother’s cousin. There was ‘life before’, with her family. And there was ‘life after’, a time that cut into her well-being and caused a deep sense of abandonment and rejection. Though only 100 miles separated her from them, Dorothy did not see her brothers for ten years. When at last she did, she and William discovered they shared an especially close poetic companionability. They began to walk great distances together, and she became his sensitive sounding board, inspiration, and eventual amanuensis. 

One immortal walk took place in the green hills near Ullswater on 15 April 1802. As they strolled around Glencoyne Bay, they encountered a scene of wild English daffodils flouncing with effervescence in the wind along the water. After stopping to marvel at it in the manner of true Romantics, they continued to Dove Cottage, their rose-covered home, surrounded with wild strawberries, primroses, dandelions and foxgloves, all collected by Dorothy on walks in nearby woods. That evening, Dorothy recorded the scene in her journal: 

When we were in the woods beyond Gowbarrow park we saw a few daffodils close to the water side, we fancied that the lake had floated the seed ashore and that the little colony had so sprung up – But as we went along there were more and yet more and at last under the boughs of the trees, we saw that there was a long belt of them along the shore, about the breadth of a country turnpike road. I never saw daffodils so beautiful they grew among the mossy stones about and about them, some rested their heads upon these stones as on a pillow for weariness and the rest tossed and reeled and danced and seemed as if they verily laughed with the wind that blew upon them over the Lake, they looked so gay ever glancing ever changing.

Known today as the Grasmere Journal, this collection is one of four small diaries that captured Dorothy’s own lyrical voice and acute observations of the natural world from 1800 to 1803. And yet, two years later, William Wordsworth wrote ‘Daffodils’, arguably one of the most famous poems in the English language: 

I wandered lonely as a cloud,

That floats on high o’er vales and hills, 

When all at once I saw a crowd,

A host, of golden daffodils;

Beside the lake, beneath the trees, 

Fluttering and dancing in the breeze.

In twenty-four breezy lines, the future poet laureate praises the purity and beauty of nature, reflecting the gospel of Romanticism that ‘all good poetry is the spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings’. Beloved around the world, ‘Daffodils’ captures the essence of the Romantic era – but it doesn’t entirely belong to him. How this came to be reveals much about what has changed from the Wordsworths’ time to now. 

William’s Cambridge University education was out of the question for Dorothy as a woman, but her talent and urge to create would not be stifled. She penned poetry, kept journals, and wrote thousands of letters, including 700 we can still read today, which are marked by an acute and cultivated power of observation equal to the many educated men who visited Dove Cottage. She wrote so well that both her brother and Coleridge are known to have lifted phrases from her journals, but Dorothy was more than the wind beneath their wings, and her own work deserves to be celebrated as distinct from her famous brother and his peers. 

Dorothy’s poetic sensibilities flow throughout her unpretentious journals – both the experimental, sublunary Alfoxden Journal and the more revealing Grasmere Journal. Neither were intended for publication. Rather, she wrote pieces to share with family and friends about walks and travel to Scotland, the Alps, the Isle of Man, and more. Ernest de Selincourt, one of her earliest posthumous editors and biographers, remarked that Dorothy was ‘probably the most remarkable and the most distinguished of English prose writers who never wrote a line for the general public’. But more people have read her uncredited work than they know. In a revision of his book A Guide through the District of the Lakes, William Wordsworth includes a letter Dorothy wrote to a friend about her 1818 ascent of Scafell Pike, now considered one of the most notable ascents of a mountain by a woman during the Romantic era. However, he didn’t attribute the letter to Dorothy, giving the appearance that it was his own climb and he wrote the piece. 

Call it what you will – plagiarism, borrowing, lifting – what was Mr Wordsworth thinking? But we must give some thought to circumstance. Casting a glance back to that time, my guess is that Dorothy simply did not mind – maybe she considered the experiences she wrote about to be mutual. She never sought out notoriety or publication, and brother and sister had a long, respectful and loving sibling relationship. But, as many Romantic scholars have done, we can mind for her and make sure she gets credit where it is due. Her essay enticed me to climb Scafell myself, to see what she saw, and I believe Harriet Martineau, Victorian feminist icon and Britain’s first sociologist, would have wanted to know that the ascent, which she republished in her famous 1855 A Complete Guide to the English Lakes – the book that eclipsed Wordsworth’s as the seminal Lake District walking book – belonged not to William, but Dorothy. 

From the village of Rosthwaite, Dorothy set out with her friend, painter and poet Mary Barker, along with Barker’s maid, a hired porter, and a Borrowdale shepherd to act as guide, to ascend the mountain. In her signature picturesque and phenomenological style, she observed and recorded the hike as it unfolded in the moment: 

Cushions or tufts of moss, parched and brown, appear between the blocks and stones that lie in heaps on all sides to a great distance, like skeletons or bones of the earth not needed at the creation, and there left to be covered with never-dying lichens, which the clouds and dews nourish and adorn with colours of vivid and exquisite beauty.

On reaching the summit, she burst with delight, ‘But how shall I speak of the deliciousness of the . . . prospect! At this time, that was most favoured by sunshine and shade. The green Vale of Esk – deep and green, with its glittering serpent stream, lay below us . . . We were far above the reach of the cataracts of Scaw Fell; and not an insect there was to hum in the air.’ In the delicious silence, her group begins a conversation about what they see in the distance. Dorothy’s effervescent wonder is contagious. 

While we were gazing around, ‘Look,’ I exclaimed, ‘at yon ship upon the glittering sea!’ ‘Is it a ship?’ replied our shepherd-guide. ‘It can be nothing else,’ interposed my companion; ‘I cannot be mistaken, I am so accustomed to the appearance of ships at sea.’ The guide dropped the argument; but, before a minute was gone, he quietly said, ‘Now look at your ship; it is changed into a horse.’ So indeed it was; – a horse with a gallant neck and head. We laughed heartily; and I hope, when again inclined to be positive, I may remember the ship and the horse upon the glittering sea; and the calm confidence, yet submissiveness, of our wise Man of the Mountains, who certainly had more knowledge of clouds than we, whatever might be our knowledge of ships.

After my own summit of Scafell, I stay a few days at an inn near Wasdale then travel on to Dove Cottage. In one of the front rooms, I notice the small 1806 silhouette of Dorothy. Like that illusory ship, which turned out to be something else entirely, this portrait feels indistinct, an ironic representation for a woman who was, in fact, at her critical and poetic peak and in her strongest body. Hoping to see beyond the illusion, I read her original letters sitting in the sunshine in the garden she tended. 

I think how Dorothy was an outlier among women for climbing the tallest mountain in England, but she was not alone. Women explored in the company of mothers, aunts and sisters, as well as husbands, fathers, uncles and brothers. Some climbed with a guide because they felt threatened, were subject to verbal abuse, and could experience ‘reputational anxiety’ about walking alone and what that conveyed to others. Dorothy herself received a steady stream of letters from a disapproving aunt and grandmother reprimanding her for her daring habit of walking in the moonlight and at twilight. Women of this era were often trapped by marriage and society into states of dependency, but Dorothy seemed to escape this fate, at least until the end of her long life. 

In my visit to Rydal Mount, the house where Dorothy lived with William and his wife and children, I am finally able to shake off the gauzy veil of passing time and sort of lock eyes with this remarkable woman. An oil painting shows Dorothy in her early sixties, seated in a vibrant orange chair with a white terrier at her feet, a scenic lake and mountain just over her shoulder. Her grey-blue eyes are lively. Like many women who spent decades walking, Dorothy lived long, to age eighty-three, and though she was not without health problems, her eyes retained their twinkle. On her lap is a paper notebook, to her side a collection of inkwells and perhaps a canister of opium. She feels vibrant and alive. This woman treaded and recorded our literary landscapes before they were iconic, and she helped make them so. Far more than ‘the poet’s sister’, she is a woman worth her own words: Dorothy Wordsworth, ‘mountaineer, diarist, and poet’.



NAOKO ABE

From ‘Cherry’ Ingram: The Englishman 
Who Saved Japan’s Blossoms (2019)

One day in 1923, three years after Ingram had begun his quest to collect as many different cherry-tree varieties as he could find, he visited the Greyfriars Estate in Winchelsea, a coastal town in East Sussex fifteen miles south-east of Benenden. There a fellow cherry enthusiast called Annie Freeman lived with her barrister husband, George Mallows Freeman, and their three children. In 1899, when Annie was visiting Provence, she had met a Frenchman who described some outstandingly beautiful cherries that he had seen in Japan. Annie, who had already imported several rare flowering cherries from Asia, contacted a friend of this Frenchman in Japan. Through him, she imported another small collection of cherries that matched the Frenchman’s description of these trees. 

Among the plants that Annie Freeman had bought were four cherries, from which Ingram took scions back to the Grange. One was a variety with large pink, almost purplish, double-blossom flowers that Ingram later named Daikoku. Two others were Tora-no-o – a cherry with single light-pink petals, also known as the Tiger’s Tale cherry – and another single-petalled variety called Chōshū-hizakura.

Yet what most attracted Ingram was a fourth cherry with exceptionally large snow-white blossoms, whose name was unknown. Growing in Annie’s shrubbery, the tree was in a sad state, although a couple of its boughs were still alive. The blossoms, Ingram reported, were huge: up to 2.4 inches in diameter, with leaves as long as 7.5 inches. Ingram had never seen this cherry before, but he immediately recognised ‘the rarity and remarkable beauty of this variety’ and took home a few twigs for grafting. 

The results were spectacular. And when Ingram’s friend, Duke Nobosuke Takatsukasa visited the Grange in the spring of 1925 he dubbed the tree Taihaku – the ‘Great White Cherry’. The name – ‘tai’ (great) and ‘haku’ (white) – summed up the size and colour of the blossom, although it didn’t quite capture the beauty or sense of tranquillity that had attracted Ingram.

A year later, on the afternoon of Tuesday 20 April 1926, Ingram was sitting in the living room of the cherry expert Seisaku Funatsu, near the Arakawa river in Tokyo. Eating wagashi, traditional Japanese sweets, and drinking green tea with his kimono-clad host, he had carefully studied Funatsu’s prized album of local cherry blossoms, called Kōhoku Ōfu (Cherry Trees of the Kōhoku Region). It consisted of fifty-seven watercolours of the cherry trees planted along the riverbank. 

One by one, Funatsu explained the characteristics of each variety as Ingram, himself an adept painter, marvelled at the minute details in each sketch. Reaching the end of the album, Funatsu left the room and returned carrying a long and narrow kakemono, or scroll, which had been hanging elsewhere in his house. He unrolled the scroll carefully. It bore a vivid painting of a cherry plant with immense white blossoms. Funatsu said that the plant was a variety called Akatsuki, a relative of the Ōshima cherry. But he added wistfully, ‘This is the cherry that my great-grandfather painted more than 130 years ago. We used to see it near Kyoto, but it seems to be extinct. I can’t find it anywhere any more.’

Ingram gasped. From the size and colour of the flowers to its young copper-red leaves, the blossom on the scroll was undoubtedly Taihaku. ‘This cherry is growing in my garden in Kent!’ Ingram blurted out. It seemed like fate. Funatsu ‘was clearly incredulous, but his good manners forbade any open expression of doubt’, Ingram wrote. 

Funatsu said nothing. He just smiled and bowed deeply and courteously towards the Englishman. ‘Piqued by his obvious doubt, I there and then resolved to convince him,’ Ingram wrote. He swore to himself that he would return the blossom to Japan, even if Funatsu didn’t believe his story. A week later, in his speech to the Cherry Association in Tokyo, Ingram repeated his vow to reintroduce Taihaku. He also said he would return Daikoku, which he had named after a Buddhist deity featured on Japan’s one-yen note. Like Taihaku, this variety no longer existed in Japan. 



KITTY ALDRIDGE

From Cryers Hill (2007)

If he is to enter deep space, Sean must practise being weightless. They walk, Sean and Ann, to the pond by Cockshoot Wood and he throws himself in. Ann waits for him to surface. She hurls in a stone to get his attention but there is no sign of him. She waits, bored. She wonders if he has drowned. 

Up he comes then, spluttering like an amateur, half strangled in his blue tubing. Ann loses interest and watches the pond for movement. The surface is grey-green and busy with insects and there is a lapping at the far end. 

Legend says the Hughenden Dragon lives here, though no one has ever seen it. Though it is impossible to know what to expect, chances are it won’t respond kindly to the arrival of a small trainee astronaut in its depths. The dragon had to be at least 400 years old. One day, in its youth probably, it was said to have frightened a farm girl as she collected water and the girl’s neighbours hatched a plan to kill it. The story was well known locally. It was decided the girl would sit at the water’s edge, tempting it to the surface, and when it appeared they would leap out from behind briars and set about the serpent with axes. It was said the unfortunate creature let out piteous cries. A woman and a baby were swallowed by a dragon from this very same pond some years after; that is the rumour. It remains unclear whether the original creature had survived or if another was in residence. Nobody took any chances, all the same, until eventually a lack of fresh occurrences faded the collective memory and turned the tales into local legend. 

No one on the new Gabbett housing estate knows anything of tales, rumours or legends. On the dust-blown estate there is no collective memory. But for the long-term residents the dragon is a source of civic pride these days – not every village had one, after all. At the Village Association it had become their very own heritage item, their motif, and nobody thought to be fearful, not now in the twentieth century, what with two blokes hoofing about on the moon and a nuclear reactor just a few miles up the A40.

Sean paddles frantically towards the bank, his chin held high out of the water, de-streamlining him, turning his eyes wild; green stuff slimes his hair. It is doubtful at this stage that he will ever manage to break free of the Earth’s gravitational field to find himself orbiting around anything other than his own imagination. He scrabbles at the bank, strangled by tubing, tearing at pond rushes, while Ann closes her eyes against the sun. She knows it is best not to interfere with his preliminary training. She senses this would be detrimental in the long run; sometimes you have to be cruel to be kind. She holds out her palms to the butterflies tumbling around the tall weeds. A small blue one lands on her thumb and she calls out to Sean to look and see. She sidles over, cupping her other hand over it. ‘Look! Look! It likes me, see?’ Sean has managed to get himself onto the bank, and is wet and dazed and wrapped in blue tube like an alien birth. He is on his back, gazing up at Ann through his slimed fringe. ‘Ahh, look, Sean, look.’ Sean stares up at the inverted vision of her bare legs and softly astonished face, at her curled hands, and the bright blue butterfly growing out of her thumb. ‘Ahh, look. I love you, do you love me?’ she asks the insect. ‘It loves me, look.’ And Sean looks and sees. But he loved her first; he loved her before the butterfly; he loves her more than any insect ever could; he loves her so much he cannot speak to tell her.



MONICA ALI 

From In the Kitchen (2009)

The morning sun scattered sugar here and there across the moors, which stretched out ahead, white glowing spills among the russet tones of green and brown. Gabriel squinted into the distant cut and swathe. This gently sloping, ever-reaching land was filled with a vague kind of longing. The peaty ground was soft beneath his boots. The red winter bracken shouldered the wind. 

It was Christmas Eve. They used to walk up to the tower on Christmas Eve and the whole of Blantwhistle, it seemed, would be there, airing the children, the old folk, the dog.

‘Where’s everyone gone?’ said Gabe.

Ted leaned two-handed on his walking stick. ‘Shops. Shopping, I’ll be bound.’

‘We can stop here if you like.’

Gabriel had driven them up (raised Ted’s old Rover from under her shroud) and parked in a lay-by. They’d walked scarcely a third of a mile. 

‘Give over wi’ that fussing,’ said Ted. But he stayed where he was. 

Gabriel drifted off the path. He crossed some rocky ground. ‘Back in a minute,’ he called to Ted, and hoped the words weren’t blown away. 

It was all bracken. Where was the heather? When he was a boy there was bell heather here, and cross-leaved heath and of course there was ling – common heather – everywhere. In summer there’d be great purple carpets of the stuff. After they’d moved to Plodder Lane, they’d march out of the garden, him and Jen, across the cow fields, across Marsh End, over by Sleepwater Farm, and run on the moors. They’d not be missed till Dad got home. He’d take a stick to the nodding cotton-wool heads of the cotton grass. Jenny collected bilberries and tart little cloudberries and sometimes she found crowberries, hard and black, and didn’t eat them but drew with them on a rock. And there was lime-green sphagnum that sprang up when you pushed it down and the scattered yellow stars of the bog asphodel, and the sundew that ate insects, and if you were lucky you could lie on your belly in the soft and soggy ground and watch a butterfly slowly dissolving in the plant’s red and yellow hairy mouth.

There was nothing now but coarse grass and ferns. Nothing to keep a boy here. When they were kids they’d spend a summer’s day. If he came back in the summer maybe he’d find berries and flowers. 

They’d always keep Twistle Tower in view because they knew the way home from there, and it was easy to get lost on the moors. There was a proper name for the tower but he couldn’t remember it. He remembered pretending it was a space rocket, eighty-five feet of stone topped with a glass-domed cockpit. You could see Morecambe Bay from up there. You could see Blackpool and the Isle of Man. When the mist wasn’t in, which it usually was. He’d smoked his first cigarette in the dank stairwell, French-kissed Catherine Dyer against the two-feet-thick stone wall, counted the eight sides, sixteen windows, ninety-two steps, one hundred and fifteen rivets so many times he would take the numbers to his grave.

Sometimes Mum forgot they were playing in the garden and went out and locked all the doors. There was always Twistle Tower and they’d go in out of the rain, though you could sit there a month and not get dry. If he planned ahead he’d take his binoculars and look for birds. In summer you’d see all sorts – curlews, skylarks, lapwings. They didn’t interest him so much. Of course he liked the merlins, the buzzards and peregrines, the thrill of spotting a hen harrier or sparrow hawk. He’d seen a golden eagle once.

Today he’d not seen so much as a pipit, not heard the red grouse call go-back-go-back. In London he hardly saw a sparrow, a blackbird. From pigeons there was no escape.

Gabriel thought he should turn, find Ted, but the moor pulled him on a little further and a little further yet. He saw that there was heather among the bracken and large stands up ahead. Now that he had stopped looking, he saw the place was not so barren after all. Creeping dogwood in its purple winter foliage ran under his feet, and there was a clump of bog rosemary, here a juniper bush. He reached a track and looked down the spine of a shallow valley, the moors rising like soft gold wings, and the sun beat white-pale in the sky, sending flurries of light down on the hillsides and over the far clouds that started to roll in now, dark and low.

Gabe breathed deeply and gave himself to a single thought. Yes, I am alive.



ELIZABETH VON ARNIM

From All the Dogs of My Life (1936)

Pincher took me to London, and Knobbie brought me away. It looked as if I were beginning to be led about by dogs.

My relations, indeed, pointed this out, and expressed regret. They used the word infatuation, and said infatuation was always a pity. But I paid no heed, for he who heeds relations won’t get anywhere, not even into the country, and on getting into the country I was absolutely bent.

This time, though, I didn’t go farther than twenty miles out, so that I would still be able to visit friends for a few hours, should I have a relapse into gregariousness; yet, although so near London, the effect of being in pure country was complete, because the house, standing alone, faced golf links, and on its other three sides was surrounded by woods.

In these woods were endless safe paths for Knobbie, where she would never meet a soul, while for Pincher there was a roomy garden in which he could lie and pant comfortably, with ancient trees to shade him should he be inconvenienced by the sun. The day we took possession there was no sun, but since sun, sooner or later, is bound to shine, its absence didn’t at the moment disturb me, and we settled in in good humour – at least, Knobbie and I did, and I think Pincher too must have been in some sort of good spirits beneath his outer apathy, for the first thing he got was an extra-big dinner. 

I thought it a very charming little house. It breathed peace and silence. The woods, dressed for autumn, brooded close over it at the back, and in front stretched the golf course, empty that day because of a fog. Outside the sitting-room window was a dovecote, filled, by the same friend who had given me my dogs, with doves whose cooings were to soothe me while I worked; and on the hearth-rug, also a present from this same – ought I to call him zoological? – friend, sat a coal-black cat for luck, which at once took to Knobbie, and began diligently tidying and washing her ears. 

Tea was brought; curtains were drawn; the firelight danced; the urn hissed. We might have been a picture in a romance, when the pen, swerving a moment aside from high life, pauses on a simple cottage interior. And while I ate muffins – things I had never been able even to look at in London, but now swallowed with complacence – and Pincher sat in front of me watching every mouthful, just as though he hadn’t had an enormous dinner a few minutes before, and the cat, finished with Knobbie’s ears, deftly turned her over and began tidying her stomach, I did feel that my feet were set once more in the path of peace, and that all I had to do was to continue steadily along it. 



POLLY ATKIN 

‘Fell’ (2021)† 

The stars come back in the early morning, 

in the half light. Corrupted by the rain. 

They look for a moment through the broken window 

like the fells themselves, just where they should be, with that 

rectangular look of theirs, that air of miniature. 

A fallen city from a long dead people.

A tumbled henge. Shackles risen. 

I am new in my body, suddenly storied.

The idea of asterism mapped onto asterism. 

Visually obvious. Distinct in the season. 

Ludicrous, unrepeatable myth.



JANE AUSTEN 

From Pride and Prejudice (1813) 

Before they were separated by the conclusion of the play, she had the unexpected happiness of an invitation to accompany her uncle and aunt in a tour of pleasure, which they proposed taking in the summer.

‘We have not determined how far it shall carry us,’ said Mrs Gardiner, ‘but, perhaps, to the Lakes.’

No scheme could have been more agreeable to Elizabeth, and her acceptance of the invitation was most ready and grateful. ‘Oh, my dear, dear aunt,’ she rapturously cried, ‘what delight! what felicity! You give me fresh life and vigour. Adieu to disappointment and spleen. What are young men to rocks and mountains? Oh! what hours of transport we shall spend! And when we do return, it shall not be like other travellers, without being able to give one accurate idea of anything. We will know where we have gone – we will recollect what we have seen. Lakes, mountains, and rivers shall not be jumbled together in our imaginations; nor when we attempt to describe any particular scene, will we begin quarrelling about its relative situation. Let our first effusions be less insupportable than those of the generality of travellers.’



ANNA LAETITIA BARBAULD 

‘Inscription for an Ice House’ (1795)

Stranger, approach within this iron door

Thrice locked and bolted, this rude arch beneath

That vaults with ponderous stone the cell; confined

By man, the great magician, who controuls

Fire, earth and air, and genii of the storm,

And bends the most remote and opposite things

To do him service and perform his will,

A giant sits; stern Winter; here he piles,

While summer glows around, and southern gales

Dissolve the fainting world, his treasured snows

Within the rugged cave. Stranger, approach!

He will not cramp thy limbs with sudden age,

Nor wither with his touch the coyest flower

That decks thy scented hair. Indignant here,

Like fettered Sampson when his might was spent

In puny feats to glad the festive halls

Of Gaza’s wealthy sons; or he who sat

Midst laughing girls submiss, and patient twirled

The slender spindle in his sinewy grasp;

The rugged power, fair Pleasure’s minister,

Exerts his art to deck the genial board;

Congeals the melting peach, the nectarine smooth,

Burnished and glowing from the sunny wall:

Darts sudden frost into the crimson veins

Of the moist berry; moulds the sugared hail:

Cools with his icy breath our flowing cups;

Or gives to the fresh dairy’s nectared bowls

A quicker zest. Sullen he plies his task,

And on his shaking fingers counts the weeks

Of lingering Summer, mindful of his hour

To rush in whirlwinds forth, and rule the year.



CICELY M. BARKER

‘The Daisy Fairy’ (1923)

Come to me and play with me,

I’m the babies’ flower;

Make a necklace gay with me,

Spend the whole long day with me,

Till the sunset hour.

I must say Good-night, you know,

Till tomorrow’s playtime;

Close my petals tight, you know,

Shut the red and white, you know,

Sleeping till the daytime.



ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING

‘Flush or Faunus’ (1850)*1 

You see this dog. It was but yesterday

I mused forgetful of his presence here

Till thought on thought drew downward tear on tear,

When from the pillow, where wet-cheeked I lay

A head as hairy as Faunus, thrust its way

Right sudden against my face, – two golden-clear

Great eyes astonished mine, – a drooping ear

Did flap me on either cheek to dry the spray!

I started first, as some Arcadian,

Amazed by goatly god in twilight grove;

But, as the bearded vision closelier ran

My tears off, I knew Flush, and rose above

Surprise and sadness; thanking the true PAN,

Who, by low creatures, leads to heights of love.



			
				
		*1 In 1933 Virginia Woolf published Flush: A Biography, being a fictional account of the world through the eyes of Barrett Browning’s beloved cocker spaniel.

				

			



AMY-JANE BEER 

From The Flow: A Return to the River (2022)

Compared to their craggy Lakeland neighbours, the Howgill Fells are voluptuous. Where they stretch out between the valleys of the Lune and Rawthey, the bones of the Earth seem well fleshed, despite every curve along the tops being shaven by grazing. Lower down there are steep gills – damp, intimate, inguinal crevices, where life sprouts, water seeps and rivers fill. 

On a cold, poster-bright morning, I step off tarmac onto a farm track and head downhill. The change in gradient shifts tension from one set of walking muscles to another and, almost immediately, I hear running water. It’s just a tiny rush-lined beck, but now I’m following it, I feel as though this thing I’ve resisted for nearly seven years has begun.

Autumn is well advanced here. The dog roses and hawthorns, heavy with fruit, have shed their leaves and the house sparrows in the farm hedges are unusually quiet. While the rosehips are scarlet and vital-looking, the haws are the colour of blood spilled in the dirt, with a scabby crust on each little gout. I wonder if the sinister reputation of hawthorn stems in part from the appearance of the fruit. The contrast between wholesome hip and ominous haw intrigues me – I know I’m not the first to notice – and I pocket a little bunch of each as a reminder to read up on their multi-faceted symbolism. 

I continue around a bend, and reach the river. There’s a footbridge next to a ford, and a yellow sign reading ‘Danger of Death’, a warning about overhead power lines. I turn my head so I don’t have to see it, and give my attention instead to the water. It’s sliding under the bridge, all of a piece and so smoothly it seems a solid, impossible thing. Staring too long at the ceaseless issuing of water, you could fear that the Earth is running herself dry.

The water level is low, way too low to navigate by boat. It takes heavy rain to bring the levels up here and plans to paddle these small catchment rivers always had to be made at the last minute, mooted twelve hours ahead on the basis of a weather forecast, but not firmed up until we gathered, early, kayaks strapped ready on roof-racks. Then we’d agree a destination and drive, hopping out to gauge water levels. In ten years of running rivers all over the north of England, however, the Rawthey eluded me. It was never quite in condition, or its sister, the Clough, looked better, or we’d end up heading downstream to the Lune. This always remained a river for another day. 

I’m approaching my destination from upriver, because I don’t want to take the route the emergency services took, from a layby, across a field, lugging their equipment. I want to go the way my friend Kate did, when she and three friends, all experienced kayakers, passed this way downstream on the first of January, 2012. 

Kate was larger than life without trying. Brown eyes, hair she never grew long, though her fringe sometimes swept past her brows, prompting her to rake it back often. Her hands were large and strong, the nails neatly manicured but unvarnished and she had the seemingly effortless good posture that befits a physiotherapist and Pilates devotee. She made clothes look good but wore the same few, well-chosen items nearly all the time. Her smile was huge and easy.

I pass dense thickets of gorse, some of it in flower – dazzlingly yellow in the strong light. The hawthorns on the other side of the path mark a field boundary, and they are old – without their leaves they look sparse and windbitten, but sturdy, having grown slowly, carefully. Several have lost their bark, and the wood is bleached and skeletal. A robin is singing. Robins are always singing. 

The river below me is silver in the sunshine. I can hear it – the continuous background rush of fast-flowing water. I pass another farmhouse and the path heads downhill. It’s steep and gravity tugs until I’m among trees again. The oaks, beeches and sycamores are still in leaf, golden and fox red, but the air pings with the alarm calls of blackbird and wren. 

The river has entered a gorge below me. I know this is close to the place, that the water I can hear must be that rapid. The birds keep shouting. 

Why don’t you just go away? 

And then I’m past the gorge, still walking, telling myself I’ll find a bridge, and go back up the other side. I cross a field, and negotiate a farm gate where a shepherd is expertly manhandling recalcitrant sheep. I fuss his dog. 

A grand day. 

Aye, have to make the most of ’em. 

Yes, we do.

When I rejoin the river, it’s quiet, with no sign of any turmoil upstream, and I imagine that on New Year’s Day, it must have looked much the same. Flowing on, with the light gleaming, just as beautifully as before. The sound as consistent as before. 

I cross a stone bridge and hike back up the valley road. I’m resigned now to walking from where the paramedics parked, across the field where the air ambulance must have landed. It’s easy enough to clamber over a fence and slither down the riverbank. Before I’ve gathered my thoughts I’m in the gorge. The birds on the wooded crag opposite might still be calling, but I can’t hear them over the rush of the water. Shafts of sun still reach down though, lending brilliance to the flow.

This should be the place. The river is constricted – only about five metres wide. But there’s more than one rapid and I’m confused because I thought I’d just know. From a kayaking perspective they’re not steep, but intricate and technical. But the lack of water today makes it hard to read the flow. I can picture Kate in the eddy above, enjoying the winter greenery of moss and fern and lichen and woodrush. Maybe she’d have scooped up a handful of water to splash her face.

It’s not just water though. You can see that simply by looking. Little by little, the hills are letting themselves go, and relinquishing life they have fostered. The peaty tint is a geological and biological essence of what was once living matter, but which no longer belongs to anything other than the river. 

Kate had announced she was pregnant around the time my husband Roy and I started trying for our own baby, but there ended up being a two-year age gap between our children. I sought her advice often, and two pieces of wisdom stuck. The first was ‘Embrace the mess’, and has stood us in good stead, applied to all aspects of life, not just the sticky and exhausting business of childrearing. The second was, and is, harder. ‘When a baby is born,’ she once said, ‘that’s only the start of your separation, so you have to start getting used to it. You have to put your baby in the arms of others and let them love him too. Because though our kids feel like part of us, they are people in their own right and they need us to teach them how to be that. Our job as mothers is partly to make ourselves redundant, when our hearts want the opposite.’ I definitely wanted the opposite. I still do. I want my son to stay close. To know he is loved beyond measure. But, like Kate’s daughter, he’s an only child. And seeing them both grow and connect at their root-tips like trees in a forest, befriending the world beyond their immediate family, I know Kate would be proud.

Kate had a heart like a rising sun: huge, touching everything, but her eye was always on the horizon, which she had sailed around the world in pursuit of – racing, not cruising. After my son Lochy was born, I wanted to start exercising as soon as possible, and I sought her advice about regaining some shape. I remember her guiding my fingers so I could feel the gaps where my abdominal muscles had separated to accommodate the baby, and warning me against running until they rejoined. There was nothing to stop me paddling though, within reason, and I was back on the water as soon as the C-section scar had healed. Several others in our circle were managing the same juggling act. Roy and I took our regular summer trip to the French Alps when Lochy was seven months – friends took turns to mind him while we paddled. Babies and kayaking – we could have both. We did have both.

As I confront the bones of the rapids in the gorge, my gaze is drawn from feature to feature, trying to make sense of it, envisaging ways things might have gone wrong. That rock? That crease? Or that one? In this low water I can’t even see what the line – the optimal route – might be. Everything is flowing easily, little swirls of spume making patterns on the surface, as though it’s being stirred by an invisible wand.

I don’t really know what to do, now I’m here. I didn’t bring flowers. It seems I didn’t even bring words. But there are the two small bunches of berries in my pocket. Scarlet hips and crimson haws. I weigh them in my hand, then toss them into the water. The hips glow so brightly in the sun I can see them bobbing until the river curves slightly and they are carried out of sight. I start picking my way downstream. It’s not easy. The bank is too steep to move on, so I’m climbing over mossy rocks at the water’s edge, grasping roots. I pass the end of the second rapid, and realise only then that there is another below. The gorge narrows though, and I can’t get to it, so I climb up and around, descending towards a wide pool a little further on. As I begin to scramble down again, I glimpse the rapid below, and it stops me in my tracks because I know that this is it. It’s a mean, tight space, with water piling in, relentlessly beating itself up, with a whole tree trunk stuck in it, roots uppermost. Sunlight doesn’t reach in there and individual sounds are kettled by rock walls and subsumed into white noise. 

Kate was under there for ten minutes. 

I flinch and swear. I don’t want to be here and I wonder what good I thought coming would do. 

I turn my back but I can’t unsee it.

I find my way to the edge of the pool, and crouch on a rock shelf at the edge. This must be where they got her out, though how they managed it I can hardly fathom. They didn’t stop CPR until the paramedics came. 

I wash my face, smelling the cold water and feeling it tingle on my skin. There’s almost more nostalgia in the sensations than I can bear. I realise how much I miss the water – this kind of water, icy, earthy and aerated, fresh and yet so very old. 

I have tried to go back. We’ve used the open canoe on placid water. But when it comes to white water, the paddling that always had my heart, I can’t trust my vision to stay clear, my muscles not to flood with adrenaline, my heart not to race. For years, my kayak sat in the garage. Then it went to a friend’s barn; I guess it’s still there.

As the water trickles down my neck and evaporates from
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