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I am not capacious enough to think of someone who has died. How could I contain him?

– Elias Canetti, trans. Peter Filkins, 
The Book Against Death




For forty years my father kept an allotment plot a few minutes’ walk from my parents’ house, joined first by my mother and then more recently on a neighbouring plot by myself. After his sudden death I decided to write a sort of account of my first and his last year there in the soil, through my own notes and impressions, writing desperately in a sort of spell, convinced that I had to finish it before the funeral and our last goodbyes. That account is private and will remain so; what follows has its roots there, and is as honest as I feel I can be.
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Later at the funeral my mother, your wife, will refer to this time as your collapse – exactly the right word, there is none of the consoling torture of a long illness, no time to set your affairs in order or for any of the other clichés that try to make this a less unpleasant – a more familiar – business. Well-meaning friends and colleagues tell me there’s so much they can do now, remind me that at least he has his family with him – really nobody knows how to say anything about death. We imagine there might be other ends that proceed along more familiar routes, but each one, when it comes down to it, is different and everyone in the end is alone. After a short illness is the cliché to use here, which always sounds to me so gentle, a candle snuffed out, this is more like an axe to a tree, chop chop and down it goes. I realise – such privilege! – that I have never really thought about grief before, barely experienced it: your parents both died before I was born, my mother’s father when I was three, her mother when I was an adult, yes, but in her nineties and senile, in a care home, it is easy to think that she had a good run, we had in a sense already grieved her, the kind and lucid grandma she was, it was easier to see it as natural, part of the great cycle of life; this grief I have to look at in the face. It can be uncomfortable to witness a performative grief, easy to mock at the professional exorcism of emotion, but what have we replaced it with? Everything now, it seems – modern secularity, the stiff upper lip – conspires to, wants to make you skip the other stages of grief and go straight into acceptance, accept that life ends and moves on and leaves fall and the planet turns and I had thought that I had accepted it but of this I am disabused, down you go and the heart howls. It is that howl that I wanted to write down here, to paint the easy wisdom of the grief memoir over with red rage, and so write quickly, write quickly I thought and fix this emotion down but of course that is not how writing works, at all – writing this down has changed it, is changing it, I delete and rewrite it different each time; let me try once more to put down the facts as they occurred—

It is January the year you died, we go round for a family dinner – with you, my mother, my older brother and my twin brother and their partners – a late exchange of Christmas gifts for my partner, who has been with her family in Italy, and find you chair-bound, terrified of lying down for fear you will not get up again, head held at a peculiar angle, barely able to push out a peculiar quacking voice, in, quite clearly, a great deal of pain; the doctor has offered you something stronger but you are taking only paracetamol in an it-seems-to-me-pointless act of stoicism. Just a back problem, we think, too much time hunched over a spade, you forget your age, it will get better; the next weeks will be a process of learning that a person can break in ways we have never heard of. More than once when discussing the (diminishing) possibilities available to them the doctors refer to you as frail to which my mother and my eldest brother separately protest he was digging potatoes a few weeks ago as if this fact – and it is a fact, you were, however slowly, turning over the allotment’s winter soil by yourself in the barely-light mornings before Christmas – could argue against or somehow revive the failing body in front of us, as if it is just being bed-bound and tube-fed that reduces you to this, we do not want to, we cannot believe that anything could happen this fast or this finally.

So instead we think of you still upright in the soil the year before, moving about that odd space, shaded at the top and the sides, where you have spent so much of your life. You tell my mother, as close as you come to any funeral instructions, that you think it would be nice to have a place to be remembered, and I think then (if not in quite so many words) that no plaque or stone or bench could mean as much – could carry so much memory – as the weight that a presence leaves behind, the presence of daily work; the earth here is changed because of you.

When you first began to dig here, you told me, more than forty years ago and certainly well before I was born, you took a sample of the soil to work at the lab, to test for acidity, composition, nutrients, to see what it was good for – which was? I asked, not much of anything, you said, tired and depleted soil. Year on year you give it compost, manure picked up from Red Lion Farm, soil improver, rotten tinctures of Jerusalem artichoke and nettle, and year on year the earth ferments; part of the joy of the allotment is knowing that even if it fails in the sense of not providing the food that you wanted it to provide, you feel you are still doing something good, taking care of the earth, renewing it, and in any case there is always next year to do the same again, fail again, fail better. It is this repetition that I struggle with here in the soil, the repetition and the scale of it, the thought that whether something works or whether it doesn’t we must wait a year to try it again. It has taken me my life thus far to realise how repetition shades into ritual, the weight that actions gain performed year upon year, decade upon decade, the way they coalesce into a calendar, a personal calendar in which birthdays and religious festivals and astronomical events share space with the day to deadhead the daffodils or to sow seed potatoes or to cut back the hedge, so much time invested in the earth, its steady passage from winter’s mud to the baked crust of summer and back again.

to picture you at WORK or at the allotment

I know you and my mother shared the plot at first but that over time it became your province, which is how I felt the place as a child: a place for me to visit, sometimes to pick a handful of broad beans or runners, berries from the bramble arcades of its approaches, but ultimately somewhere that you went the same way that you went to work. When I was very little I imagined WORK as a great concrete tower which every working adult attended daily to sit eight hours in misery. I’m not sure what difference I saw in the work of the allotment, the wheelbarrow going back and forth bearing fresh or rotting vegetables and fruits this way and that. When you come home from the allotment you might have a bad back and smell of potatoes, the rich earthy smell of the back of a cupboard you open to a mess of sprouting eyes; when you come home from WORK you complain. You WORK, you retire, you tend to your garden; as you advance in what you call your decrepitude your borders shrink and my mother fills the spaces left behind, her neatly wood-edged beds replacing your more traditionally dug plot. Ideally your plot, ten rods, ten perches, ten poles in area, would be a long rectangle of bare earth every inch of which is meticulously turned over once, twice, three times a year, the paths between different crops defined only by your intent and habit and feet. My mother thinks this a waste of time and certainly her half is neater; but then see how your courgettes, your cucumbers and squashes sprawl and push their roots out into an abundance of loose soil. My space in comparison to either is a mess.

what is an allotment and what and who is it for – animal or plant or human

Sometimes I think I would like my whole plot wild and perennial, so that once a week I could simply come and forage my way around the nuts, the berries, the horseradish, the nettles and garlic mustard that encroach from the hedgerow, but this is not the point of an allotment. Even as it is my mother will constantly fuss that my plot isn’t cultivated enough, the somewhat imprecise criteria for keeping hold of it; allotments are in demand. I like it where I am, nearly in the corner, and I slyly tend the edges. The hedge is thin, at the top of my plot, and together we will plant crab-apple and sloe, tie in a wandering elder, to fill the gaps. The ground beneath an elder is cursed, I remember reading somewhere, but it doesn’t seem to stop the weeds from growing. The elder is too high to easily pick much blossom or berries from and so in the season of the latter it looks like the earth beneath is bleeding from a thousand tiny wounds, the way the blood came through in spots when I sliced off a shallow but wide slice of finger once at work and perhaps that is the curse, to look at the ground you have dug and think not of green growth but of red pain, of bandages and bleeping hospital beds.

I read a story, a crossword clue, a poem; think somewhere in the back of my head I’ll talk to you about this and then remember. I am reading about the so-called tragedy of the commons which is the idea that no matter how noble the ideal of the earth as a common treasury for all it is simply and sadly the case that, left unfettered and acting in rational self-interest, the people who use it will inevitably overexploit and exhaust the land they live off; some degree of private ownership and control, it is argued, is required to ensure the land remains usable by all. The allotments are owned by the Allotment Association and those who rent plots are subject to various rules and regulations which boil down mainly to the instruction that they keep the land cultivated in one way or another. One couple here grow almost exclusively flowers, which you think is a waste of time, an allotment is to feed – you dig the earth and string up onions and pickle shallots and stow away potatoes and garlic. Work together, Eate Bread together, Declare this all abroad, dreamt Gerrard Winstanley, struggling for use of the common land and yes, this work is different from WORK in that washed-out concrete tower I once saw so vividly in a dream that I believed it for years to be real but it is work nonetheless, it is making use of the land. Gary Snyder, the Beat-adjacent poet, ecological elder, anthropologist, Zen Buddhist, writes about the flaw, the failure of imagination in our/late capitalism’s distinction of land into that which is good, that which is wild, and that which is sacred and therefore untouchable. Good land is cultivatable, exploitable, fertile and available in vast enough swathes for modern high input–output farming to make sense and so an allotment plot is not quite good. If you go anywhere on a train in Britain you will likely see amongst the playing fields and the backs of the houses at some point rows and patches of allotments, and some of the first allotments, I read much later, were made by the railway owners to rent to their workmen in odd corners of railway yards, between crossing messes of track, in the unpresentable space between public-facing station and utile rail, good green space scratched out of industrial debris. How different this allotment of a parcel of land, I think, from the neat cosiness of a vegetable plot, a market garden, a potager, the colonial aspiration of a smallholding. I would love to have an orto in the volcanic soil of the Italian south – bustling rows of gleaming aubergine, chilli, heavy-laden tomato! – but it will not translate; here instead is the allotment, set between chemical-bathed wheat and orchards and we make of it what we make, we make it good as far as we can.

of wildness and its lack in this country, of the human ecosystem of the countryside, of wildness and weeds

There is nothing wild left in England really, our rolling fields and hedges obviously manmade, the reserves of upland and fell the product of grazing sheep, the vast moors kept good for the shooting of grouse through the systematic burning of vegetation, the killing of hawk and eagle, our rivers running with chemical and effluent and feeding stinking algae in our warming seas; or say that if you want to find the wild in England, you have to refocus, away from the vast canvas of the great American wilderness to something more suited to this little island – we have pushed it towards the edges. If nothing is eating your garden, I read somewhere, you are not part of the ecosystem, the wild we have here that has accepted our depredations as its habitat is small, it is the blackfly on the broad bean, farmed by ants, the slow-worms curled in the thick plastic heat of the compost bin, the endless cabbage-hungry pigeons, the rats that run from the hedges across good growing things to feast in the compost heap on potato peels and cheese-ends. I go away for a week in the autumn and the squirrels, the plump American greys, eat all my hazelnuts, they strip the tree clean besides one unpruned tuft with branches too thin to support the pot-bellied thieves but at least they are fed.

the danger of our imagined control (of ourselves, of the earth)

Sometimes I worry that I treat my plot more as an experiment, a place to play even, than as a useful place; you had somewhere a pamphlet from the Second World War and the DIG FOR VICTORY campaign which explained how a working man, proceeding scientifically, could feed his family from his well-tended allotment – certainly I have never looked at it. For half the year, half of my soil stands empty of plants that I have put there, but of course soil is never empty, or if it is then it is sterile, not part of the ecosystem. Leave a bed alone for a winter and up comes goosegrass, thistle, dandelion, poppy, a cushion for the soil against the dry, the cold. Look closer; tiny jewels of petal trace across the earth, daisy-yellow hunting spiders stalk their way along it, ants teem beneath it, if you look close enough perhaps everything is wild. Closer still at your hand in the soil, your body and the numberless bacteria that crawl silently along it, shift the appetite and mood that drive it, the rogue cells that accumulate too in silence, swelling and swelling until the day they break your neck. Yes, our own bodies wild in that we do not know them, we cannot control them – you could not control yours – and still we believe in cultivation, control—
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It is February and damp when I begin to dig, the year before you died, the earth still thick with last year’s and this winter’s rain. Here it is heavy and inclining to clay – the archaeologist two plots down tells me there was a brickworks nearby outside the walls of the Roman town. It is satisfying to turn it over in squares of turf and soil, to begin the process – the top half of my plot, when I take it over, has not been worked for years – of turning heavy clay, pitted with flint and tile, shards of old tea mugs and clay pipes, strung together with worm-trails and fungal thread, into a fine fertile tilth. There are currant bushes and berry canes, a coppiced hazel, the new shoots of a sprawling artichoke, but the rest is thick and heavy clay, to be dug over and again before anything new can be grown that does not already wish to be there. In February at least there is nothing much of anything, no weeds to fight against. It is peculiar, you remark more than once – or perhaps I just think it – that something weedy is something mean, runty, weak, spindly when the defining feature of a weed really is tenacity, not a flower in the wrong place as a graffito behind the railway tracks has it but rather something that will not die. I should have been a nettle farmer, you say, implying sometimes that the simple intent to grow the stinging crop might stop it in its weedy tracks, sometimes just that you enjoy harvesting and eating them.

how many thoughts I wish we had discussed!

There is a lot of talk in the cold months of the hungry gap, the time in the seasonal calendar when there is nothing really coming in from the fields and the market falls back on stored roots and alliums, but this I think is something of a misnaming, a failure somehow of knowledge or imagination. In Sicily – although admittedly their seasons are not ours – the winter in the country is a time of abundance as the scorching heat of summer gives way to waves of bitter green to be foraged in the roadsides and the fallow fields, chicories and dandelions and great fronds of fennel and no, our hedgerows are not like that but still in February there is green to be had if you are willing to search. I look at the meat of my plot and see nothing there but soil to dig, but the edges sprout in lizard-bright greens, alexanders and cleavers and hedgerow garlic, and across on yours and my mother’s side are leeks, a couple of hefty brassicas, little overwintered broad beans and the sprouts of garlic and shallots planted last year to pickle this. I see how I am new here in a space whose borders you have long defined.

the work of digging the soil, the various theories of it

Still most of the weeds are dormant and the short days not otherwise filled are filled with digging, in a pattern more like my mother’s than like yours; bit by bit I measure off with my feet beds that I can stand astride, turn over the heavy earth, cover it bit by bit with black sheets of plastic, peg them down in the corners and move up the plot to the next. The soil beneath, insulated, ferments. I imagine your patience, to do this to the whole plot, alone, the steady rhythm of the spade, stopping to pick up anything interesting you unearth. In your little shed – you can see from its narrowness that it used to be an outdoor toilet – are jars and pots marked Allotment Dig filled with bits and pieces of pottery and metal. I imagine you talking to the archaeologist about them, comparing them to pictures in your books, making little cramped notes and filing them away somewhere. I think of the writing you left behind, like fragments of a memoir, the last of a life through a very particular lens; I think of how you took pictures year-on-year of your walk to work and saw the city change like gradations on a colour chart, I think of a gardener’s patience which compared to the bustle and slam of a restaurant kitchen is like staring into deep time, I keep digging. When I come home afterwards the wet earth on my hands has dried and is slightly contracting my skin, which I hate; I love kneading dough but I hate this about it afterwards. I hate working dough in gloves too (I want to feel it against my skin) so I accept this as one who likes to drink accepts a hangover, and I scrub my hands clean. When I scrub my hands clean now I spill mud across the carpet, not from my shoes which I have changed but from the turn-ups of my trousers, and I leave the thick clay to dry.

the first fresh greens of the year, to cook – a thousand soups from this soil

There is nothing of course from my plot yet but usually when I see you or my mother at this time of year you will offer me a leek or two and I am happy to accept. A leek is not versatile in the way an onion is but it is more capable of comfort and shyly fitting as a plate’s main component; a leek and potato soup, turned through a food mill used in my memory only for vegetable soups, is a mainstay of home. I don’t often make a blended soup but I am always happy when I do. I am happy too preparing leeks, splitting them in half or not and slicing as thinly as required and washing them in a bowl of cold water, once, twice, teasing them apart in rings so the soil hiding in their parchment layers drops and drifts to the bottom, there is no vegetable like a leek to remind you that it comes from the earth. Even when every other basic you get from a wholesaler looks the product of a divine birth, sprung entire from white plastic surrounds, a leek keeps grit amongst its layers, stubborn, secret. In February in Sicily my partner is given by a shepherd a dish of not leeks or spring onions, he insists, but something in dialect, sautéed brown with dry black olives and a little sugar, the kind of detail which catches the ear. I think the leeks of a British winter are too fibrous to be sautéed brown in large pieces, I want them to melt when cooked into silk but I can add dry black olives and a little sugar and eat them with pasta, salted ricotta from a different shepherd and for a while this sauce obsesses me until I am bored of leeks for another year. Next winter I will fall for them all over again, a fool for alliums.

on taking notes vs making memories, on relying on either – a habit I cannot acquire

I am confusing my Februarys, I think, but I want you to understand I am writing of all of them or trying to, within this chapter is a February not of the first year, the second, the fourth, but one which lasts forever, always before anything begins, a hope of a February we do not yet know to be forlorn. As I write the first draft of this it is February again and I am writing it feels with urgency, the only way to get memory to stay in place; I wish, I feel for a moment that if I could somehow write every word at once then everything would be ok, I have to content myself with writing as quickly as I can, to finish before the funeral, writing as a spell of sorts, as if – let me try to say it another way – as if by filling the time up with words I could make it last forever. Then again and more prosaically it is just nice to have a project to be working on, some way to spend the time, and I settle into a process, decide that for each chapter I will look at what I wrote that month, at what you wrote that month, at photographs of what I cooked and what was happening here in the soil and then I will simply write – write each month back into being, write you back into life—

In fact, however many Februarys there were, however long I make this one, I will never see you dig this earth again. For one thing the hours we keep there are very different, it is your domain still in the earlier hours of the morning, with first light even in the height of summer and especially these short days at the end of the winter; at the very most we might cross paths at the gate, me starting my day as you ended yours. When I look back at my pictures from that month you are in none of them. I have a photograph of your spade (borrowed) stuck upright into freshly dug earth and flanked by buckets of weed and stone, I have a photograph of my naked hazel tree, I have a photograph of just-sprouting rhubarb pinkly violent against weeds and soil. It has never done well there; eventually I dug out both crowns from the bed they shared with currant bushes and replanted them in the very fertile soil under the elder at the top of the plot amongst the weeds and blood-clots. This year they are coming up small and spindly. Your plant is huge, producing far more rhubarb than anyone in the family might possibly want to eat, and you cover the plant with an upturned black plastic bucket held down against the wind with a brick or two. Deprived of light the stalks grow thin and bright and tart, the only brightness this month has to offer, and when cooked just-so with a little water and a bit more sugar an almost glowing sweetness. Sometimes when after a few weeks I lift the plastic sheets off my dug-over beds I find shoots of dandelion forced in the same way to grow long and pale, smaller versions of the bundles you see in French markets, their native bitterness blanched out of them, the pale
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