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And as it works, th’ industrious bee

Computes its time as well as we.

How could such sweet and wholesome hours

Be reckon’d but with herbs and flow’rs!

Andrew Marvell, ‘The Garden’

This boke is cald garthen closed, wel enseled, 
paradyse ful of all appils.

Richard Rolle, English Psalter






I

A DOOR IN THE WALL

I have a dream sometimes, not often. I dream that I am in a house, and discover a door I didn’t know was there. It opens into an unexpected garden, and for a weightless moment I find myself inhabiting new territory, flush with potential. Maybe there are steps down to a pond, or a statue surrounded by fallen leaves. It is never tidy, always beguilingly overgrown, with the corresponding sense of hidden riches. What might grow here, what rare peonies, irises, roses will I find? I wake with the sense that a too-tight joint has loosened, and that everything runs fluent with new life.

For most of the years that I have had this dream, I didn’t have a garden of my own. I came to home ownership late, renting until I was forty, and only rarely in flats with outdoor space. The first of these temporary gardens was in Brighton. It was so narrow I could almost touch both fences at once, dropping away over the crest of the Downs in three precipitous terraces, culminating in a greenhouse with a rampant grapevine, inhabited by a golden-eyed toad.

I planted calendula there, pot marigold, which according to the sixteenth-century herbalist Gerard would ‘strengthen and comfort the heart very much’. I was training to be a herbalist and my head was full of plants, an entanglement of natural forms. The study of botany was an education in looking. It made the ordinary world more intricate and finely detailed, as if I had acquired a magnifying glass that trebled the eye’s capacity. Each plant was so interwoven into human history that to study it was to tumble down a conduit through time. ‘The Wild Marigold is like unto the single garden Marigold, but altogether lesser; and the whole plant perisheth at the first approach of Winter, and recovereth itself again by falling of the seed.’

In Cambridge a decade later I planted salvias and broom, and remade the stinking pond, which in the spring was full of newts, swimming to the surface to exhale a silver ball of air. I lived on short-term contracts, with black mould on the walls, but the gardens made me feel permanent, or maybe instead brought me to terms with transience. What I loved, aside from the work of making, was the self-forgetfulness of the labour, the immersion in a kind of trance of attention that was as unlike daily thinking as dream logic is to waking. Time stopped, or rather swept me up with it. In my twenties, I’d read a list of rules for being, and was so impressed that I copied them into my little black notebook, which in those days was full of aphorisms and advice about how to be a person. The rule I liked best stated that it is always worth making a garden, no matter how temporary your stay. Perhaps they wouldn’t last, but wasn’t it better to go on like Johnny Appleseed, leaving draughts of pollen in your wake?

Each of these gardens was a way of making myself at home, but all the same I longed for a permanent space of my own, more each time a landlord ended a contract and sold off the space that so evidently wasn’t mine. I’d wanted it since childhood, even more painfully than I wanted a house. Love aside, it was the most consistent and consuming of all my desires, and as it happened the one thing brought the other into my life, a surge of good fortune I still can’t quite believe. In my forties I met, fell in love with and soon married a Cambridge don, an inordinately clever, shy and affectionate man. Ian was much older than me and lived in a terraced house that was filled from floor to ceiling with books. His wife had recently died and just after I moved in he had two serious operations. We’d become friends in the first place because of our shared interest in gardening, and after he retired we began to talk about moving somewhere with the potential to restore a garden, or make one from scratch. It wasn’t clear how long we’d have together, and creating a garden felt like the right way to spend at least some of that time.

During this period of searching, my aunt emailed me a photograph of a house enveloped to the gutter in roses, which had been trained in loose curves, so that sprays of flowers tapped against the windows. There were box squares on either side of the front door, clipped into the comical form of Mr Kipling’s French Fancies. It looked exactly like the solid, four-square, chimneyed houses I’d drawn as a child, an embodiment of the rootedness I’d craved so badly in those rickety and uncertain years. I skipped through the descriptions of the interior until I got to the section titled ‘Outside’. ‘The RHS gardens are a particular feature of the house, laid out by the distinguished gardener Mark Rumary of Notcutts.’ This was more promising! Though I hadn’t heard of Mark Rumary, I knew of Notcutts, the famous Suffolk nursery that often won medals at Chelsea for its displays.

We went to look at it in January 2020, driving through little Suffolk villages until we were almost at the coast. With each mile the land grew flatter and the sky seemed to accept more light. We were so early I had time to eat poached eggs and toast in the cafe opposite, eyes trained on the clock. You couldn’t see the garden from the street. It must be hidden round the back. I saw it as soon as the front door opened. The long dim hall ran down to a second door made of glass. A wave of verdurous light flooded in.

Outside, the trees were bare. The garden was walled, its soft red Suffolk brick covered in knots of climbers of many kinds: wisteria, clematis, winter jasmine and honeysuckle, alongside ramparts and streamers of ivy. Everything was neglected and overgrown, but even at a glance I could see unusual plants like witch hazel, its lemon-peel flowers exuding a hypnotic, astringent scent, and the unmistakable black buds of a tree peony. At the far end a door in the wall led into a Victorian coach house, now used as a makeshift garage. Beyond it was a loose box with an iron manger, exactly like the one in The Children of Green Knowe, where Tolly leaves sugar lumps for the ghost horse Feste. In the potting shed, the owner showed me Mark Rumary’s cobwebbed gardening apron, still hanging from its hook.

The entire plot was just under a third of an acre, but it felt much larger because it had been so cunningly divided with hedges, one of beech and one of yew, so that you could never see the entirety at once, but continually passed through doorways and arches into secretive new spaces. One had a raised pond in the shape of a quatrefoil, and another seemed wholly abandoned, with rotting fruit trees, among them a medlar, a tree I only knew from Shakespeare’s joke in Romeo and Juliet about what maids call the fruit: open-arses. There had been a wedding in there, and the ground was still covered in a circle of tarp, pierced by nettles and foxgloves. Beyond the far wall a slope of parkland encircled a rose-pink Georgian mansion, just visible through the bare branches of the sycamores. There was a curved door in this wall too, padlocked and painted a peeling duck-egg blue. Its presence had given rise to a rumour that this was once the dower house, though to me it echoed the enigmatic door in my garden dreams.

Many of the walls were latticed with roses. They looked as if they hadn’t been pruned in years, and I thought, of course, of cross Mary Lennox with her jaundice-yellow skin, who pried her way into a garden like this and emerged a different sort of girl altogether. If I scraped these roses with a penknife I’d no doubt they’d be wick and green. Gardens have a knack for looking dead but rarely are, and anyway the ground was covered with snowdrops, pushing through rotting leaves. And then in the corner I spotted a daphne, larger than any I’d ever seen, its shell-pink clusters exhaling unsteady streams of sweetness. It was the first plant I’d fallen in love with, the first botanical name I’d learned as a child. More than anything, I wanted this garden to be mine.

[image: Paragraph break image]

That was January. Then it was February, and the first cases of Covid were being reported in the UK, followed by lockdowns in Italy, where the hospitals were already overwhelmed. At home, the prime minister, who would soon almost die of the virus, talked gaily about turning the tide. People began to wear masks, then to stay at home, then to worry over contamination by way of their post or shopping. Just after the spring equinox, a national lockdown was declared. Nearly everyone in the country was confined to their homes, permitted a single hour of outside exercise a day.

And so the world, which had lately moved so fast, simply stopped on its heels. In Paradise Lost, Milton describes the Earth hanging suspended from a chain. This is how it appears to Satan, as he journeys from Hell through the wastes of Chaos. First he sees Heaven, with its battlements of sapphire and opal, and then, ‘fast by hanging in a golden Chain /This pendant world, in bigness as a Starr /of smallest Magnitude close by the Moon’. A small world, dangling: that’s what the first suspended season of lockdown was like.

The weather was balmy, tender, almost foolishly lovely. As everything else contracted, spring brought a counter-surge of beauty, a non-stop froth of cherry blossom and cow parsley. Cambridge emptied of tourists and students. Even the playgrounds were shut, the swings padlocked to their supports. Ian was in his seventies, with two aneurysms, and my panic over keeping him safe was already surging out of control. We walked through empty streets to empty parks, shying away when strangers did appear, holding our breath as joggers huffed past. Not that I went out often. A few weeks before lockdown, I’d developed a cough I couldn’t shake, which turned into pleurisy. Feverish and bed-bound, I spent the long hours journeying in my mind to the garden, trying to find out everything I could about its genesis and evolution.

The current owners had lent me two essays about it, one by Rumary in an anthology of Suffolk gardens, and another from a 1974 issue of Country Life, illustrated with lavish black and white photographs. The story was written by the landscape architect Lanning Roper, who I later found out was Rumary’s first employer. Delving around, I found another in The Englishman’s Garden, edited by Rosemary Verey and Alvilde Lees-Milne. Rumary’s tone was so warm and vivid it was as if he was standing in the room waving his hands, enthusiastic and self-deprecating, knowledgeably infatuated with plants. ‘I’ll never forget my excitement’, he wrote, ‘when I first saw this garden.’ He’d moved to the house in 1961 with his partner, the composer Derek Melville, who even in 2000 he was still describing as his friend. Gay and closeted, a language I knew intimately from my own childhood in a gay family in the 1980s.

When they first arrived the garden was unkempt, ‘with a small orchard of decrepit apples and plums growing in a luxuriant carpet of ground elder surrounded by unusually high walls which imparted the claustrophobic feeling of a prison yard.’ There was a network of narrow, crumbling paths that didn’t seem to lead anywhere. The soil was light and sandy, and a belt of elms beyond the far wall cast a dense bolt of shade. Rumary had designed hundreds of gardens, but this was the only one he ever made for himself. Even at such a long remove his excitement was palpable. He dispensed with everything save a few mature trees, among them three Irish yews and a magnificent mulberry, planted in the reign of James I. Once the ground elder had been dealt with and the sick apple trees grubbed up, he realised the irregularity of the plot lent itself to being laid out in rooms that were like extensions of the house, using hedges to demarcate the boundaries; the classic Arts and Crafts style pioneered by Gertrude Jekyll and deployed so skilfully by Vita Sackville-West and Harold Nicolson at Sissinghurst Castle. In fact, the fig I’d admired on my visit derived from a cutting from one of the Sissinghurst trees.

In his original iteration of the garden, what was now the pond garden was planted with old-fashioned roses like ‘Ferdinand Pichard’ and ‘Fantin Latour’. The space behind the yew hedge where the wedding marquee had been was a shady white garden, with different fruit trees illuminating each corner, including the Tibetan cherry and the winter-flowering cherry. Beneath these high cumuli of blossom were banks of hosta and bamboo, interplanted with a mass of skimmia, white potentilla and white phlox, along with white narcissus, regal lilies and lily flowered tulips. It was a good place to recover from a hangover, Rumary said, with a circular lawn like a green pool, the white flowers glowing in the narcotic light that filtered through the leaves. I imagined it as not so dissimilar to that creamy vision of summer evenings, Carnation, Lily, Lily, Rose by John Singer Sargent.

Rumary’s elegant sense of structure was perpetually imperilled by his desire to try out new cultivars and species. ‘Over the years there has been a constant battle between designer and plantsman,’ he wrote, ‘for while by training I belong to the former, by instinct I am of the latter. It is a Dr Jekyll and Mr Hyde situation, or in this case Miss Jekyll and Mr Hyde! In the early stages Jekyll had the upper hand . . . but Hyde would keep popping up and he still does.’ I understood that kind of plant mania, being far more of a Hyde myself. The garden back then had been crammed with unusual and covetable plants. With the help of those three articles and two dozen pictures I’d rooted up online, I made a painstaking list of nearly two hundred of them, many chosen for their fragrance. I loved reading through it, distracting myself from the horrifying indeterminacy of the future by day-dreaming about the differing scents of Christmas box and wintersweet and Rosa rugosa ‘Roseraie de l’Haÿ’. Some, I was sure, would have died or been removed over the decades. What had happened to the pineapple broom, which needs a warm south-facing wall to thrive? Was there still a spotted laurel, grown from a cutting taken at Chopin’s grave, or pinks from seed gathered in George Sand’s garden at Nohant?

As the terrors of the plague year grew, this half-imaginary, half-real garden became a place of solace to me, a zone apart that I could enter at will, even though I’d only seen it once. This sounds like an idiosyncratic activity, but I was by no means alone in finding the garden a place of consolation that spring. While I was in bed, an unlikely obsession with gardening had taken hold. All across the world, people were engaged in a feverish new love affair with plants. Each morning my Instagram filled up with a sap-green tide of sweet pea seedlings and clematis spotted on daily walks. Over the course of 2020, three million people in Britain began to garden for the first time, over half of them under forty-five. Garden centres ran out of compost, seeds and even plants as people poured their energy into transforming the spaces in which they were confined. The same pattern was repeated globally, from Italy to India. In America, 18.3 million people started gardening in the pandemic, many of them millennials. The American seed company W. Atlee Burpee reported more sales in the first March of lockdown than at any other time in its 144 year history, while the Russian retailer Ozon reported a 30 per cent increase in seed sales. It was as if, during that becalmed and frightening season, plants had emerged into collective visibility, a source of succour and support.

It wasn’t hard to understand why. Growing food is an instinct in times of insecurity, peaking during pandemics and wars. Gardening was grounding, soothing, useful, beautifying. It occupied the baggy days and provided a purpose for people abruptly untethered from office routines. It was a way of surrendering to the present moment in which we were all trapped. In a time interrupted – crouched on the threshold of unimaginable disaster, death toll soaring, no cure in sight – it was reassuring to see the evidence of time proceeding as it was meant to, seeds unfurling, buds breaking, daffodils pushing through the soil; a covenant of how the world should be and might again. Planting was a way of investing in a better future.

For some people, anyway. But the lockdown also made it painfully apparent that the garden, that supposed sanctuary from the world, was inescapably political. There was a grim disparity that sublime spring between the people pottering with trowels or typing from their deckchairs, and those trapped in tower blocks or mildewed bedsits. This disparity was only intensified as public parks and wild spaces were closed or subject to heightened policing, making them more inaccessible to the people who needed them most. According to research carried out by the Office of National Statistics that spring, the vast majority – 88 per cent – of the British population has access to a garden of some kind, including balconies, patios and communal garden spaces, but this distribution is by no means random. Black people are nearly four times as likely to have no access to a garden as white people, while people in unskilled and semi-skilled jobs, casual workers and the unemployed are almost three times as likely to be without a garden as those in professional or managerial positions. A study by the National Institute of Health in 2021 suggests that while gardens in America are less widely distributed among the population at large, white people are nearly two times as likely as Black or Asian citizens to have access to a garden.

As Black Lives Matter protests took hold around the world, gardens, and especially the aristocratic stately home gardens owned by the National Trust, were subject to scrutiny in their own right. A garden, a parkland might look more innocent, even virtuous, than a statue of a slave-trader, but they too have a hidden relationship with colonialism and slavery. It isn’t just that many of our familiar garden plants, from yucca and magnolia to wisteria and agapanthus, are imported ‘exotics’, a legacy of a colonial-era mania for plant-hunting. Slavery also provided the capital for a concerted beautification of the landscape, as the grotesque profits from sugar plantations were used to found lavish houses and gardens back in England.

To certain audiences, this discussion was intolerable, politicising what they believed should be neutral, a beautiful haven from debate. They didn’t want to question the cost of building paradise, or to have the cosy charm of the so-called heritage landscape undermined. To others, it made the garden a tarnished, even contaminated zone, a source of unquestioned privilege, the gleaming fruit of dirty money. Personally, I thought that while the spell of the garden does lie in its suspension, its seeming separation, from the larger world, the idea that it exists outside of history or politics is not a possibility. A garden is a time capsule, as well as a portal out of time.

The fact that owning a garden is a luxury, that access to land itself is a luxury, a privilege and not the right it should be, is hardly a new phenomenon. The story of the garden has from its Edenic beginning always also been a story about what or who is excluded or cast out, from types of plants to types of people. As Toni Morrison once observed: ‘All paradises, all utopias are designed by who is not there, by the people who are not allowed in.’ If some of England’s seemingly sublime gardens were economically dependent on the sugar, cotton and tobacco plantations of America and the West Indies, others were contingent upon the practice of parliamentary enclosure, the legal process of taking the formerly open fields, commons and waste land of the medieval period into private ownership. Between 1760 and 1845, thousands of Enclosure Acts were passed. By 1914, over a fifth of the total area of England had been enclosed, a prelude to today’s enraging statistic that half of the country is owned by less than 1 per cent of the population. Enclosure helped to facilitate a new arcadia: the great house in splendid isolation, islanded amidst an apparently natural parkland, which had been fastidiously manicured, stripped of its coarse human elements, from roads, churches and farmhouses to entire villages.

I’d been thinking about these more troubling aspects of the garden for a long time. By both income and inclination I’d spent far more of my life involved with ad-hoc gardens, established for very little on abandoned or degraded ground. I’d started training as a herbalist after a period of environmental activism, living for the first winter of my studies in a bender on an abandoned pig farm outside Brighton, part of a collective that was trying to make a community garden there. My decision to study herbal medicine stemmed from many seductive readings of Modern Nature, the filmmaker Derek Jarman’s account of making a garden on the shingle beach at Dungeness, while he was dying of Aids. ‘The Middle Ages have formed the paradise of my imagination,’ he wrote, and his diary entries were interspersed with extracts from medieval herbals, a pharmacopoeia of magical and medicinal plants; rosemary, borage, heartsease, thyme. Each trailed so many memories and associations that his garden became two seemingly contradictory things at once: an escape hatch into the eternal and a way of stitching himself – though the word he actually uses is ‘chained’ – into the living landscape.

Around the time that the first cases of Covid were appearing in the news, I was involved in the campaign to save Derek Jarman’s house, Prospect Cottage, and the famous garden that surrounded it. Two weeks into lockdown, the campaign reached what had felt like the impossibly ambitious crowdfunded target of £3.5 million. It seemed I wasn’t the only one to find that improbable place sustaining, long after Jarman’s death. His garden has no walls or fences, deliberately obliterating the border between cultivated and wild, the roses and red-hot pokers giving way to wind-sculpted clumps of sea kale and gorse. In this way it makes visible one of the most interesting aspects of gardens: that they exist on the threshold between artifice and nature, conscious decision and wild happenstance. Even the most manicured of plots are subject to an unceasing barrage of outside forces, from weather, insect activity and soil microorganisms to pollination patterns. A garden is a balancing act, which can take the form of collaboration or outright war. This tension between the world as it is and the world as humans desire it to be is at the heart of the climate crisis, and as such the garden can be a place of rehearsal too, of experimenting with inhabiting this relationship in new and perhaps less harmful ways.

As I knew from my own experiences, the story of the garden does not always enact larger patterns of privilege and exclusion. It’s also a place of rebel outposts and dreams of a communal paradise, like that of the Diggers, the breakaway sect of the English Civil War, who made the still-radical assertion that the earth is a ‘common treasury’, imagine, for everyone to share. They established their brief vegetal Eden on St George’s Hill in Surrey, in what is now a gated community favoured by Russian oligarchs. This kind of garden is a place of possibility, where new modes of living and models of power can and have been attempted, a container for ideas as well as a metaphor by which they can be expressed. As the artist Ian Hamilton-Finlay, who built the sculpture garden Little Sparta in Scotland, once observed, ‘some gardens look like retreats but they are actually an attack.’

If I did get Rumary’s garden, I would restore it, I told myself, but I would also trace how it had intersected with history, as even the smallest garden invariably must, since every plant is a traveller in space and time. I wanted to explore both types of garden stories: to count the cost of building paradise, but also to peer into the past and see if I could find versions of Eden that weren’t founded on exclusion and exploitation, that might harbour ideas that could be vital in the difficult years ahead. Both of these questions felt very urgent to me. We were poised on the hinge of history, living in the era of mass extinction, the catastrophic endgame of humanity’s relationship with the natural world. The garden could be a refuge from that, a place of change, but it can and has also embodied the power structures and mindsets that have driven this devastation.

There was something else, too. I was exhausted by the perpetual, agonised now of the news. I didn’t just want to journey backwards through the centuries. I wanted to move into a different understanding of time: the kind of time that moves in spirals or cycles, pulsing between rot and fertility, light and darkness. I had an inkling even then that the gardener is initiated into a different understanding of time, which might also have a bearing on how to preclude the apocalypse we seem bent on careering into. I wanted to dig down, and see what I could find. A garden contains secrets, we all know that, buried elements that might put on strange growth or germinate in unexpected places. The garden that I chose had walls, but like every garden it was interconnected, wide open to the world.
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II

PARADISE

We finally moved in mid-August. Dog days of summer, the ground parched and cracked. It was thirty-one degrees by twelve o’clock, the air wobbling like jelly. As soon as we got the keys, I went straight out into the garden. It wasn’t how I remembered it, not at all. It looked neglected and clapped out, the lawn crisped, the borders sagging. The box had blight. The greenhouse was full of half-dead tomato plants, and outside its door the Magnolia grandiflora had dropped hundreds of leaves, the colour and consistency of baseball gloves. Had we made a mistake? Had I imagined it, the mood that seemed to gather between the walls? Later, I would learn that the garden was always at its worst in August, overexposed and broiling in the sun.

The movers arrived, and one by one the lovely empty rooms filled up with boxes. While they worked inside, I stripped the greenhouse, hauling ancient pots and bags of compost onto the grass, despite the heat. I scrubbed the staging and stowed my tools, stacking canes and plant supports in orderly piles. It was a bodge job, frankly. The building was in a far worse state than I’d realised on that first seductive visit. Thick tendrils of ivy had worked under the roof, and the joists were so rotten you could press a thumb right through them. Many of the bricks in the back wall were blown, or stained a virulent algal green. Not a quick lick of paint, then: a full rebuild.

We hadn’t lifted any of the plants from our old garden, not even the striped peony I’d been coaxing along since its infancy, but we did have a multitude of pots, including my burgeoning collection of nearly forty pelargoniums. Their names sounded like characters from a Jane Austen novel: ‘Lady Plymouth’, ‘Lord Bute’, ‘Ashby’, ‘Brunswick’, ‘Mrs Stapleton’. As they came off the lorry I carried them to the pond garden one by one, arranging them around the sides of the raised pool along with a stone lion, head on paws, and two fistfuls of white pebbles Ian had once brought back from Greece. The water was thick with blanket weed. Banks of lady’s mantle were foaming onto the flags, and in the far border a single cardoon was in full sail, crowns of imperial purple burning in the unsteady light. A mauve geranium ramped through scrawny roses. ‘Rozanne’? It was so hot, the only sound the bees and the distant traffic on the A12.

After the movers left, we sat on the grass eating cherries. Long shadows were creeping up the lawn. At dawn that morning, my father had emailed to say his wife had deteriorated in the night. She’d been in the National Hospital for Neurology and Neuroscience since May, the latest in a long series of hospitalisations for a brain tumour. It was the first time in a decade he hadn’t been able to visit her. On every previous occasion he’d travelled up to London each day by train to sit with her or speak to the staff, managing the complex orchestration of her care, which fell between oncology and neurology. When she was at home he looked after her alone, a situation that was becoming increasingly untenable. A few days ago we’d been discussing carers for her imminent discharge. But now she was gravely ill, and not expected to survive the week.

We moved on Monday. By Wednesday it seemed as if she was going to rally, pull off one of those startling volte-face recoveries she’d managed so many times before. Her blood pressure came back to normal, as did her body temperature. But on Friday morning, a few hours after this last cheerful bulletin, she died, and he rang weeping from Queen Square, where he was sitting on a bench in front of the hospital, holding a box of her clothes.

It was my father who’d instilled a love of gardening in me. My parents had divorced when I was four, and he’d spent his custody weekends taking us to every National Trust and stately home garden within a hundred miles of the M25, a circle we travelled continually since we lived at the bottom and he lived at the top. I was an anxious, not very happy child, and I loved the self-forgetfulness that happened in a garden. One of our favourite places to visit was Parham, an Elizabethan house in Sussex, where there were tiny formal pools in the corner of each of the walled gardens, covered with a glossy green baize of duckweed. Sissinghurst we went to in April, my birthday month, when the lanes were festive with apple blossom and you could get drunk on the ripe smell of wallflowers, baking in the sun under Vita’s tower.

My father always carried a small black notebook on these expeditions. In it he made lists of plant names in his unreadable hand, pouncing on any unusual cultivar. I liked the old varieties in particular, hoarding away lists of antique roses or apples fashionable in sixteenth-century orchards. ‘Winter Queening’, ‘Catshead’, ‘Golden Harvey’, ‘Green Custard’, ‘Old Permain’. His wife rarely accompanied us. In the box handed over by the hospital there was an A4 page on which she’d listed personal information, presumably assisted by a nurse, since she could no longer see to read or write. The final box was for things she disliked or preferred not to talk about. All it said was: ‘Gardening – my husband normally does this.’

His desolation now, and the sense of shock and horror that radiated from her unexpected death, saturated my experience of the garden in those first days, magnifying the mood of apprehension generated by the pandemic. In the winter, I’d only seen the loveliness of the structure, the sense of promise. I hadn’t really taken in how neglected it all was. Now I looked with different eyes. Trees bubbled with fungus, or grew in strange disordered forms, strung with luxuriant garlands of bindweed. Plants looked leggy or stunted, starved of nutrients, swamped by thugs that had long since slipped their bounds. One afternoon, a ribes collapsed right in front of me, and the tree above it seemed to be dying too. The previous owners had done an incredible job of restoring the house, but as they said themselves, they weren’t gardeners, and during the months of lockdown they’d had no help, either.

It wasn’t that I liked tidy gardens. I agreed with Frances Hodgson Burnett’s manifesto in The Secret Garden, that a garden loses all its charm if it becomes too spick and span. You have to be able to lose yourself, to feel, as Burnett put it, almost shut out of the world. One of the things I particularly liked about this garden was its odd sense of proportion: the way the walls and the beech hedge with its pair of arches were so absurdly high that it made us seem like Lilliputians passing through with our rakes. The height achieved by some of the plants seemed to emphasise the absorptive quality of even the most quotidian of garden tasks.

There’s something magical about this removal from daily life, a vegetal transition that can feel almost ecstatic. At the same time, a garden that’s too neglected can be uncanny, disturbing in the same way that an abandoned house is disturbing, the domestic invaded by agents of disorder and decay. The image of an untended garden circulates through literature as a metaphor for neglect on a larger scale. Think of the servant in Richard II who refuses to bind up the ‘dangling apricocks’ in the Duke of York’s garden, asking why he should weed an enclosed plot when the garden of England is so unkempt, ‘her fairest flowers chocked up, /Her fruit-trees all upturned, her hedges ruin’d, /Her knots disorder’d and her wholesome herbs /Swarming with caterpillars.’ Horror lifts off those lines in waves. Something wrong, something rotten or infested that should be orderly and fruitful.

If the garden here stands squarely for the nation state, in Hamlet, written five years later, it conveys an emotional as well as political landscape. In the wake of his father’s death, Hamlet compares the newly damaged and contaminated world to ‘an unweeded garden /That grows to seed; things rank and gross in nature /Possess it merely.’ The point of this persistent and unsettling image is that a garden is supposed to be planted and tended, and so its dissolution suggests a more sinister lapse than a patch of wilderness or waste ground would.

There’s a similar species of anxiety in the eerie ‘Time Passes’ section of Virginia Woolf’s To the Lighthouse, in which the Ramsays’ house is left to the elements, also as a consequence of an unexpected death. Poppies seed themselves among the dahlias and artichokes engulf the roses, just as they had done in the pond beds here. There’s a fecund, if horticulturally improbable, pleasure to this misrule, as the carnation mates with the cabbage. But there’s also an acknowledgement that it can turn on an instant into something more desolate, even deathly. ‘One feather, and the house, sinking, falling, would have turned and pitched downwards to the depths of darkness.’ Then the house itself would shatter, its broken parts buried beneath a coverlet of hemlock and briars.

Those lines came back to me often in the early weeks. It was all so in need of care. Nettles, I wrote gloomily in my garden diary, couch grass, brambles, alkanet. No hemlock, but instead hogweed, taller than me, hundreds of white flower heads already gone to seed. The soil was like brown sugar, just as Mark Rumary had said. Pure Suffolk sand, which can’t hold nutrients and needs regular enriching doses of organic matter. I hardly ever saw a worm, and each time I ventured into the ivy-covered regions at the back of a bed, I’d stumble on a corpse, the sinister stump of a tree or shrub, killed off by unknown causes and dressed in funereal weeds.

I spent the first weeks discovering the lay of the land, adjusting the map in my head to reality. It was four small gardens, really, plus a few stray beds beside the path that led along the north side of the house and past the
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