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A Day in the Life

Calming. Therapeutic. Healthy. All words that are regularly applied to gardening. Oh yeah? Well I’ve just come in from an hour or two of therapy and I’m a complete nervous wreck.

You see, nobody ever warns you about the little things that happen in the garden that can drive you to distraction. In themselves they are just minor irritations, but added one to another they can quickly mount up into quite a little nest of vipers.

In my case it usually starts with the kinking hosepipe. Now fortunately, at this time of year, I need only concern myself with the one I use to water the greenhouse, and there are days when so little water is needed that I can happily use a can. But you can bet your bottom dollar that if I do choose the hose it will kink and cut off the supply of water when I am at the far end of the greenhouse. This means that I have to put the hose down and go in search of the twisted bit.

If I’m sensible that is exactly what I’ll do. But how often am I sensible? Not very. Almost always I tell myself that this will be the one time that I can free the hose by using what I call the whiplash effect. I flick the hosepipe in Rawhide fashion hoping that the motion will free the kink, allowing the pipe to extend and the water to flow once more. It doesn’t work. But I have not given up yet. I now pull hard on the hosepipe, believing that brute force will dislodge it from its restriction. It does not. What it does do is topple over the large clay flowerpot around which it has caught itself, and the fragile leaves and flowers of the plant it contains are smashed.

Steam comes out of my ears as I finally admit defeat and spend about ten seconds walking to the pipe, straightening out the kink and reminding myself that if I had done this in the first place I would now have finished the watering and the pot plant would still be in one piece.

As I leave the greenhouse I notice a piece of gravel has lodged itself underneath the door and refuses to move. I have to use a bamboo cane to push it out before the door can be shut and the costly heat prevented from escaping. The bamboo cane is broken. I now have a splinter in my finger that I can feel but cannot see. I suck it, I pick at it, but all to no avail. For the next week it will keep reminding me of its presence whenever pressure is applied to that piece of skin, but it will remain invisible.

I go off to do a different job, barrowing manure to a newly cultivated patch of soil. The wheelbarrow tyre is flat. I spend an hour repairing the puncture, half an hour of which involves locating the puncture repair outfit, and then discover that the wheel squeaks. I go for the oil can. It is empty. I spend the rest of the morning ferrying manure about and wincing at the ear-piercing noise. The cats have run for cover.

Which reminds me: I haven’t walked the dogs. Three walks a day they need; first thing in the morning, a quick stretch after lunch, and another last thing at night. But this is a way of relaxing. No irritations there, surely? On a good day, yes, but you can bet anything that if I’m in a bit of a rush even Grace and Favour will play up. Favour will go AWOL in the wood, just long enough for me to be late for an appointment, or, worse still, Grace will roll in something. Why do clean, yellow Labradors feel the need to use something left by a fox as an all-over deodorant? I now have to hose her off and dry her before taking her back in the house, and as I have not worn my wellies for the walk my feet are sodden from splashes from the hosepipe. But my trousers are alright, that is until Grace decides to shake herself dry and I now need a complete change of clothing as well.

Not to worry. At least I can have a new-laid egg for my tea. Why more folk don’t keep chickens I will never understand. You can fit a few into the smallest garden and three or four will keep the average family supplied with eggs for much of the year. I raid the nest box. Good old Brenda has done it again. Two lovely brown eggs. They should be smashing with soldiers.

I notice that the drinker is empty so I carefully pop the eggs into the pocket of my Barbour and fill up a can of water for them. One of the dogs runs between my legs and I lurch sideways into the shed on which the tap is fixed. There is a muffled crunching sound. I ease open my jacket pocket and peer in at the mixture of plant labels, penknife, string, egg yolk and shell.

It has not been a good afternoon. But tomorrow I shall use a watering can, sweep the greenhouse floor, buy a can of oil, a tube of antiseptic cream and some fish for the cats, and keep the dogs on their leads while I walk them. I shall fill a small basket with straw so that the eggs can be safely ferried to the house, and only then will I discover that the chickens have gone off lay for the winter.

There’s definitely a lot to be said for stamp collecting.
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A Passion for Alpines

This is usually the time of year when I start pining for the mountains. It must be something to do with the fact that I was born on the edge of Ilkley Moor; not exactly in the heather, but in a maternity home that was surrounded by the stuff. When you are born at a relatively high altitude it’s hardly surprising that you should develop a fondness for alpine plants and each spring my passion for them rises.

I’ve been a member of the Alpine Garden Society for more than twenty years and I once managed to grow and exhibit a few choice alpines at one of its shows. I didn’t come away with any prizes, but it gave me far more of a buzz than I would have achieved had I been growing chrysanthemums.

You see, when it comes to growing for showing, pot-grown alpines are the Fabergé eggs of the gardening world. I can’t tell you the pleasure it gives me to get my nose right down to their level and scrutinise a potful of some intricate mound-forming treasure that is studded with tiny flowers. If the plant is tricky to grow, and many of them are, so much the better; the sense of achievement is heightened.

It is further enhanced by the fact that many need protection from wet weather in the form of a cold frame or alpine house. The gems of the plant world are best displayed
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A Magical Tale

Fantasy, that’s the name of the game. If you want to get ahead, get an imagination. I mean, look at the success of Harry Potter and The Lord of the Rings. Critics have fallen hungrily on such offerings, being quick to explain that there is a raging appetite within the population for books and films to take us out of ourselves and into a parallel world that’s peopled by witches, wizards and hobbits.

Of course, it’s all made up. There is no real danger of you ever walking round the end of your garden shed and bumping into a dementor. Neither are you likely to encounter Gandalf in your gooseberry patch. And anyway, such encounters in your garden would be far less fantastical than the reality of the things that are happening there already.

You don’t believe me? Let me explain. Once upon a time, there was an interfering meddler called The Gardener, who decided that Mother Nature was far too slack in her approach. He began to examine her children and found them to be wanting in many areas.

One of the children that caught his eye was the chrysanthemum. Now Mother Nature had decided that what she wanted from her chrysanthemum was a bit of colour just when all her other children were getting tired and dowdy. As a result, the chrysanthemum obligingly flowered in autumn.

What a waste, thought The Gardener. Flowers that are so beautiful and so long lasting should be available all year round, not just in the autumn. So The Gardener worked out a way of cheating the chrysanthemum into thinking that autumn had arrived before it really had, by making the days shorter and the nights longer. All it took was a piece of black polythene. And if it wanted to flower too soon, it could be dissuaded from doing so if its days were made longer by hanging light bulbs over it.

Lovely. The Gardener could now have chrysanthemums all year round. Emboldened by this success he decided to try other spells. The poinsettia, that wonderful Christmas flower, really should be kept for Christmas, but was there any way in which the plant could be improved?

Ah yes, of course. It is rather too tall for our modern rooms. Leave a poinsettia to its own devices, condoned by Mother Nature, and it will grow taller than a man. It would be much more useful only a foot or so tall. So The Gardener mixed up a potion in his cauldron and watered it on to the poinsettia, which then grew no more than a foot tall. The Gardener called this magical brew a growth retardant.

The Gardener enjoyed this new-found power and looked for other ways in which he could improve on Mother Nature. He looked at more of her flowers, all the ones that filled her summer garden. They were beautiful, yes, but they could be so much more beautiful if they had even more petals. After all, the more petals they have, the more colour there is.

The Gardener busied himself among the flowers, mixing up the pollen and selecting the progeny until all the blooms in his garden were double. What colour he had now. What a wonderful and brilliant show.

So loudly did The Gardener sing with joy that he hardly noticed little else was singing. The birds were silent. They had all gone away, because the insects on which they fed no longer crawled and flew around the garden looking for nectar. It had all gone. Double flowers have no room for nectaries.

With the birds gone and the bees no longer humming among the flowers, another band of insects began to move in. These were the greenflies and the blackflies and the whiteflies who are happiest feeding on plants when there is little danger of them being eaten themselves. They are not interested in pollen, only sap, which is a wonderful breeding ground for viruses.

The Gardener noticed their arrival and knew he had to do something about it. He sat over his cauldron once more and cooked up some potions to kill the nasty insects that fed on his plants. Until more nasty insects flew in the next day. So The Gardener had to keep mixing and spraying, and mixing and spraying, until he was exhausted. Remember the Magic Porridge Pot?

But he did have a garden that was full of plants that would flower all year round, and which were nice and short so that he could look down on them, and which were full of double flowers for wonderful colour. And it was all such an improvement on what Mother Nature had grown in the first place. Wasn’t it?

Fantasy worlds? They’re not nearly as scary as the real thing.
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A British Obsession

When I’m travelling by train, I love to look at back gardens. There’s a great sense of peeping into people’s private worlds. Yes, I know it’s a bit of a nerve, but then they knew the railway was there when they bought the houses so I don’t see why I should feel too bad.

The feelings each garden generates in me will be quite different. There will be sadness at a plot that has become a dumping ground for scrap metal, old kitchen cupboards and a rusty motorbike, the wistful romanticism fostered by a patch that has not been touched for years and is awash with brambles and white-flowered convolvulus, and the pangs of guilt at the sight of decking and a blue fence.

But there will be pleasurable moments, too: a bright border, a handsome tree, a well-tended lawn. All will set me thinking about that British obsession that is unique to our gardens: tidiness.

Oh, we do love to be tidy. A friend’s father once showed me his only gardening tool. It was a soft broom. He used it to sweep the concrete every Saturday. There were no flower-beds in his garden, and no lawn. They would have allowed nature to flex her muscles, and when nature flexes her muscles, gardeners get nervous.

Now, although this chap was an extreme case, there is a degree of obsessive tidiness in all of us. It is a natural trait. We know what we are like, compared with the rest of the world. And we know what they are like too. The Italians are excitable. The Americans are over-emotional. The French are arrogant, and the British are anal.

Oh, you can wrap it up however you like, but it’s a general truth. We love to worry, and tidiness, especially in the garden, is a manifestation of that. The trouble is that it is completely unnatural. Nature is never tidy. Anything but. Take autumn. What does she do? She scatters leaves all over the place and doesn’t sweep them up. That means the gardener has to get out the barrow and the broom and tidy them away.

If only he’d waited a while, thinks Mother Nature. You see, what she would have done is to have enlisted the help of the wind to blow them into all corners of the garden, against walls and fences. Here they would have rotted down and been returned to the soil as enrichment, in the meantime providing places of hibernation for tiny critters.

When nature sees grass growing she sends in a cow or a sheep to eat the grass and keep it mown, then it recycles the clippings in its stomach and returns them to the land as manure. Neat eh? And what does the gardener do? Takes off the clippings and puts them in a black bin liner, which is then hidden among the other stuff in the wheely bin in the hope that the waste-disposal operative won’t notice. And the grass goes hungry.

Then there are the pests. A naturalist might think creepy-crawlies have as much right to be there as we do, but the gardener does not see it that way at all. We love to see our lawn edges clipped neatly so that there is not a blade out of place, and yet we cannot appreciate the skill of the leafcutter bee on our roses. Shame.

And we worry about pruning. How we worry about pruning. “Norman! That tree’s getting too big.” That tree has probably dared to approach Norman’s height and that will make him nervous. Time to take out the saw and the loppers and show it who’s boss.

You see, you have to prune things in a garden in order to get them to flower well and to keep them, you guessed it, neat. No matter that nature doesn’t prune. Nature, after all, has more space. Ah, but wouldn’t it just make more sense to choose plants that would be in scale with our gardens, rather than having to be butchered to fit? No, too much research needed at the outset. Easier to buy something you like the look of and bully it into submission. Is all this sounding a tad grumpy? I don’t mean it to be. It’s just that the perversity of gardeners, and I include myself, can be counterproductive.

So what’s the answer? Perhaps a slightly more relaxed attitude to our gardens: not in the rusty motorbike and brambles league, but in the willingness to let plants romp and scramble without being corseted, sprayed and butchered.

I mean, when was the last time you wandered along a British hedgerow in summer and said to yourself, “Look at the mildew on that cow parsley, and most of those buttercups need digging up and dividing”? Of course you didn’t. You just enjoyed it for what it was: a relaxed planting of lovely things all jumbled together and having a wonderful time growing. It’s exhilarating to look at, isn’t it? Far more exhilarating than a bed of petunias planted out with military precision, or a rose bed carpeted with weed-free grey earth.

So, next time you reach for the broom, the shears or the sprayer, just pause for a moment and ask yourself, “Do I really need to?” You never know. Left to her own devices Mother Nature might just produce something wonderful.
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A Garden Is for Living

Some interviewers ask the most impertinent questions. “Have you ever made love in your garden?” enquired The Observer recently. Don’t get excited. You’re not going to get an answer. Well, not a proper one. I’ll tell you the same as I told them: “Not in this garden. I’ve only just moved.”

It’s funny, though, the implication that making love out in the garden is daring. I suppose it is if you live on an open-plan housing estate. You’d have to choose your moment very carefully: half-past three in the morning would be my suggestion. The dirty stop-outs should have rolled home by then and the early risers will still be a-bed.

Better, though, to find a dense shrubbery. Or perhaps a narrow grassy path between towering flower borders where the perfume of lilies or mock orange hang heavily in the air. No! You see, it’s so easy to get drawn in.

And yet, the less risqué tactile possibilities of a garden are relatively unexplored. It is the simplest of all pleasures to walk across a finely mown lawn in bare feet, but gardeners tend to traverse their grass in stout footwear, wellies or walking boots. This is no way to enjoy the sensation of early morning dew as it washes the digits of your pedal extremities. June might be better than November, but hey, give it a go. It is wonderfully liberating.

So is cleaning out a pond. Now I do find this a bit of a chore if I have to do it in bare feet, but some folk positively relish the feeling of mud squeezing up between their toes. I prefer a pair of chest-high waders, through which I can enjoy the pressure of the water without getting wet. Working between flowering water lilies that are within sniffing distance is a rare treat.

At this moment you could be starting to worry about my predilection for the unusual sensation in gardening. Not to mention the proximity of rubber. But what are you, a boring stick-in-the-mud or a daring sensation seeker?

Well, settle for something between the two and climb a tree. Yes, I know, the last time you climbed a tree you were in single figures, but have another try. The views of your garden even ten feet up are almost as thrilling as those to be had from riding in a hot-air balloon. You don’t like heights? Rig up a harness and a rope, then you can enjoy the sensation without risking life and limb. Better still, risk life and limb!

“Irresponsible,” you cry. “Yes, thank God,” say I. We live in an age where the Princess of Wales Fountain manages to stay open for less than three weeks before it is closed because somebody slipped and bumped themselves. I mean, what are we coming to? I gather conkers have now been banned in schools.

Can we bring an element of common sense to bear please? Can we just say to folk that if they fall over and hurt themselves in a public park that has been reasonably maintained it is their own fault for being clumsy and not looking where they are going? Hard-hearted? Not a bit of it. It is the only way we will get life to return to normal.

The paddling pool on the Yorkshire moors where I grew up is now empty of water. In my day it was surrounded by mums and dads with children sailing boats and pond yachts, with little girls paddling, skirts tucked into their knickers. Now it is deserted, probably on account of health and safety. The trouble is, health and safety never took account of spiritual enrichment. You can be as healthy and safe in body as you like, but if your mind is stultified what is the point?

At least in your own garden you can have a water feature to splash in and a tree to climb. Yes, of course you must be careful where children are concerned. Small children can drown in very little water, but they can also experience untold joys there, and do things that they will look upon with affectionate reminiscence when they are older.

Oh, listen to me going on. Well, I feel pretty passionate about it, that’s all. If we lose our ability to enjoy excitement and physi­cal sensation, then we lose the ability to live life to the full.

In our gardens we should be able to do more than simply a little light weeding, or sitting in a chair looking at it. We should paddle in water, walk around with bare feet, climb trees and, well, your private life is your own, but if you want to do what the man from The Observer was going on about, do it quietly, round the back of the buddleia.

Life is for the living, pools are for the paddling, and trees are for the climbing. When we forget that, we’ll be a sad lot, and the only people not complaining will be the lawyers.
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As One Gate Closes . . .

Moving house. Two words that can conjure up fear and dread in the hardest of hearts. Moving garden. Even worse. If you’re a gardener that is. Well, here we are after 20 years, the missus, the kids and me, uprooting ourselves from Barleywood and moving to pastures new. “Why? What’s wrong with that lovely garden that’s taken you years to make?” people ask. “Absolutely nothing,” I am forced to reply. So why am I going? Because it’s time. It may seem like a lame reply, but I know what I mean. Maybe you do, too.

It won’t be easy, saying goodbye to a garden that I’ve made from scratch. People ask if I am digging up lots of plants to take with me, and look at me as though I am barking mad when I say that I am not. But then, you see, I made a garden at Barleywood, and I want to leave a garden behind, not a patch of earth full of holes. Hopefully the people who take it on will appreciate it for what it is and go on to put their own stamp on it. The last thing I want to do is to rebuild the same garden around a different house. What would be the point of moving?

So why are we really going? Well, I wanted to make one more garden, preferably around a period house. We’ve found a Georgian farmhouse just three miles from where we live, so our social life need not change. It’s not a grand dwelling with porticoes and pillars, just a handsome, mellow-brick affair that needs a bit of re-pointing and re-roofing, with a front that looks as though it should be hinged like a dolls’ house. And the garden is surrounded by a brick and flint wall. A walled garden! Well, you can see why I’m excited.

So what sort of garden will I be making? Well, one that suits the house. Pyramids of clipped yew, long flower borders, that sort of thing, but I don’t want to overdo the box hedging.

It will be interesting to see if I can give a Georgian garden a bit of a modern twist without it looking out of place. I don’t want the garden to appear closed in and over fussy, but I will still want to grow masses of plants. And I do like making stripes on a lawn. Perhaps, at last, I’ll have a cylinder mower rather than a rotary. Simple pleasures, eh?

Of course most people, on moving, would make sure they had better soil than they were leaving behind. I’d like to tell you that I am most people. Alas, I am not. It’s the same sort of stuff, chalky and flinty. But I’m taking my manure heap with me and I know fertility is not too far away. There’s no great slope at the new place, so that will make cultivation a tad easier as I get closer to my dotage, but there is no greenhouse either, so until I get one I’ll have to make do with hardy forms of propagation. And yes, I have been madly rooting cuttings through the summer.

This is beginning to sound like one of those Christmas round robins that offer unwanted information on families that you have hardly seen for years but as you’ve been coming into my back garden for the best part of 20 years, first with Breakfast Time and latterly with Gardeners’ World, it seems right that you should know.

We’ll be keeping the woodland above the old garden so that we can watch the trees grow and see the bluebells every spring, but my biggest worry is the cats, Spud and Hector. They’ll still have plenty of room to wander, as the two acres at the new place are surrounded by farmland, but will buttering their paws really stop them from trying to cross town and make their way back to the garden that has been their home for four years? We’ll see. And I shall worry until they settle.

I shall never forget it. The seaside garden and the Far Pavilion, the safe haven of the potting shed, the tranquillity of the lily pool and the warmth of the Mediterranean garden. And my greenhouse. Oh yes, I shall certainly miss my greenhouse. But this is no time for melancholy. It is a time to look forward and to remember pleasantly. Must go. Pots to pack, cats to find, new beds to dig. Heigh-ho.

2002





[image: ]

All at Sea

On every gardening cruise there is a troupe of keen gardeners tucked away in luxury cabins, waiting for the moment to leap out and be amused as the ship sails to another port of call; and I am about to embark on just such a cruise.

It may seem like a doddle, this week of pleasure in warmer climes, where all a chap is expected to do is give a couple of lectures and answer gardening problems, but there is more to it than meets the eye.

It’s not only during the question time sessions that you are expected to solve fellow passengers’ problems. You’ll be buttonholed just as you are about to nod off, or just as that forkful of beef wellington is about to pop into your mouth. Perhaps the only place you can hope to get a break is in your cabin, but even there you are not immune to attack. My wife was amused on one trip when she noticed an envelope sliding under the cabin door. She opened it to find a note from a lady requesting an assignation with me to discuss . . . her rhododendrons.

And at each destination, as you disembark from the ship with keen gardeners in tow, you are open to another form of attack, known as the “what’s this?” ploy.

I forget how many millions of plant species there are in the world, but I do know that you’re expected to know each and every one of them as you journey round the botanical gardens of the world. It helps to have handy phrases such as “Ah, I’m not sure what they are calling this now, it’s had so many name changes,” or “it’s an economic plant of indigenous origin, vital to the denizens of this island.” At least this gives you a breathing space to search for the label.

Occasionally you’ll hazard a guess and seconds later the wise guy of the cruise (there’s always one) will unearth the label and say “that’s not what it says here.”

Then there’s the weather. This is where agencies totally outside your control can ruin everything. After four days of solid rain on a trip to the Italian lakes, I was about to address the assembled party, when the tour operator met me outside the door, looking worried. “Make them laugh,” he said, and left me to face the equivalent of a Monday night audience at the Glasgow Empire. They did laugh, eventually.

So you do your bit to enjoy the passengers’ company and hope they enjoy yours. But every now and then you’ll be reminded that you are there to work.

After battling against the elements on the Italian lakes tour, I staggered out of the airport with a suitcase full of damp summer clothes. As I left, a gentleman who’d been a part of the tour walked up to me.

How kind, I thought, he’s coming to say goodbye. But no. He looked me squarely in the eye and said, “Huh; I don’t know why you came along; proper waste of time,” and bustled off. Which is why, occasionally, at the prospect of another gardeners’ holiday, I break out in a cold sweat.
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A Chance to Unwind

There are moments in life when even the keenest gardener needs a little respite from affairs of the soil. Oh, it may occupy most of our waking hours, but every now and then, even the most dedicated son or daughter of the earth needs to rest and recuperate, to put aside worries about vine weevil and blossom- end rot and head off into the wide blue yonder.

I confess that I am never happier than when sitting on a bench admiring my own handiwork – the striped lawn, the billowing flowerbeds or the reflections on the surface of the pool. But then, like other gardeners, I know that such reverie will not last long.

It will be a minute, if I am lucky, before I spot the dandelion in the lawn, the twining stem of bindweed legging it up some tall perennial, or the blanket weed that’s getting out of control. The result? I am up and out of the chair in search of the daisy grubber, the weeding fork or the wire-tooth rake with which to extricate the offending algae. Relaxation? Huh!

So it is just as well, if you are of the gardening persuasion, to have a hobby that takes you out of yourself from time to time. And one that takes you out of the garden, too. Especially in winter, when the seed catalogues have yielded up their excitement and there’s nothing to do except wait.

Now if gardening is your only hobby you may well be harrumphing at the blasphemy implicit in this statement. Get another hobby? Well, I don’t want you to see it as a replacement, rather as a counterpoint to all your graft in the garden. Something that will put it into perspective and allow you to return to the mower, the secateurs or the spade, refreshed and raring to go.

Me? I have a boat. Only a small one. It doesn’t count as a luxury yacht. It’s 7.5m long and pootles about the Solent with me behind the wheel. It’s not a sailing yacht and as a result it attracts the scorn of those stick-and-rag men who have to wait for a breath of wind before they can make it from Lymington to Yarmouth. Unless, of course, they use the ‘iron topsail’ – sailor speak for an underpowered motor that can make two knots of speed against a five-knot tide coming in the opposite direction. You don’t have to be a sailor to understand that this means you will go backwards.

No, with twin diesels beneath me, I have even more power than a ride-on mower and I can predict what time I’ll reach my destination. That said, the last time I ventured out, the swell was rather larger than I’d anticipated and the boat and I came in for a bit of a hammering. There was seaweed on the roof by the time we reached the Beaulieu river.

But, you see, even then it was therapeutic and refreshing. I came back to my garden grateful to be on dry land and appreciative of the restorative properties of terra firma. They always say that the one infallible cure for sea sickness is to stand under an oak tree or, in my case, a chestnut.

Some gardeners dabble with vintage cars. Ah, now there’s a dream. I look at the chrome on the 1929 4.5-litre Bentley Le Mans open tourer and wonder if I would ever cherish that as much as I do my Ransomes, Sims and Jefferies engine. (I lie – it’s actually a Honda, but there is a musicality to Ransomes, Sims and Jefferies that the Japanese brand lacks.)

Come to think of it, music is a safer hobby. Especially if you combine it with gardening. If you play the flute or the violin, you can invite your musical friends round on a summer evening and play in the garden for their amusement. You love cooking? Great! You can cater for them, too.

But it’s winter now and such alfresco reveries will have to wait. Better, perhaps, to make reading your hobby – it’s cheap, it won’t take up much space and you can do it on your own. John Le Carré is good, but avoid The Constant Gardener; it’s not what you might expect. Steer clear, too, of The Perfumed Garden, which has little information on the cultivation of roses.

You’ll be far better off tackling Ian Rankin or PD James. After a murder or two, you’ll be grateful to return to the peace and tranquillity of your potting shed, even if the hairs on the back of your neck stand on end every time the door creaks open.

But if a gentler, more pastoral read will put you in the mood, I can recommend nothing better than PG Wodehouse’s Blandings Castle novels. With Lord Emsworth for company you can while away the hours in a Shropshire idyll as he wrestles with his head gardener, Angus McAllister, and scratches the back of his black Berkshire sow, the Empress of Blandings, in her sty.

Ah, yes. That’s the solution. Unless, of course, you fancy keeping a pig yourself. As hobbies go, there can be few that are more complementary to gardening: a pig brings relaxation when you look at it, soil cultivation courtesy of its foraging snout, and an abundant supply of manure. Keep a few chickens as well and you are set up for life. There is, after all, no better way of starting the gardening day than with a plate of bacon and eggs. There you are. Sorted.
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