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Prelude
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Here I have been slayed with wonder. Here I have been reminded of what it is to truly live, to stand on life, not grief or death. To reach inside a box of fear and find it empty. Here, a place whose essential character is cheeriness, a cheeriness so powerful it wells up and brims over and shares itself with the rest of the created order. Here I have built and here I have found myself in the building; here I have been able to join with Juliet and say,

Nightly she sings on yon pomegranate-tree:
Believe me, love, it was the nightingale.


Winter


A first glimpse
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I am now three years and one herniated disc into creating the garden of our dreams but Sybilla and I remember our first visit to Peverels, arranged by the estate agent, as if it were yesterday. The moment we walked through the large oak door we had no qualms about the farmhouse – it is lovely. The ceilings aren’t stratospheric in height and the walls could be a little thicker but it sits quietly and somehow lazily on the lip of a hill and its land runs from this lip down into the depths of the Peb Valley. But it wasn’t the house that slayed us with wonder and sent me off to the mortgage broker; it was the seven acres of England that came with it.

From the first moment, we fell immediately into a sort of trance of admiration. Before turning off the engine, it was obvious that we had found a truly rural paradise unlike any other we had visited. The house sits in a garden, which itself sits in a vast sea of rolling East Anglian cornfields. There was (and is) no neighbour for half a mile or more, no view from the house that even partially made a concession to modernity.

We had been searching for an island without knowing it. Our lives had been steadily growing in noise, the noise of loss and grief, the noise of busyness, the noise that comes from the expectations of others; and for me the constant burr of not being able to feel through my work to the purpose that lay beneath it. On that first visit, the silence of the place struck us. Even in those first few hours we drank down the silence in great draughts. It was just what we needed.

I was grieving the death of my father and anxious about the impending death of my mother. In one corner of the garden I found two Scots pines that rushed towards the sky at a crazy tilt. They reminded me of my father. They reminded me of when he used to read me Winnie-the-Pooh. Piglet’s innocent foolishness had been one of the first jokes we had truly shared together. As I stood in the garden I felt his pleasure.

We also knew that the only reason we might even have a chance to buy this Arcadia was because (unlike most English Arcadias) it didn’t require the purchase of a mansion house along with it. And yet, as a place, it contained just enough of the two places in which we had ourselves grown up. Other than the areas immediately adjacent to the house the garden was a blank canvas. I knew immediately that I wanted to build a sumptuous large-scale garden. I started it that day in my mind as I drove back to London. I knew this was my chance. I knew in London I had only been playing at gardening. Still, large or small, our gardens, by merely being there each morning when we wake up, can somehow wrap themselves around us and help us face the tribulations of the outside world. Certainly ours have.

We left excited but anxious. I wondered whether I might not be replicating Piglet’s innocent foolishness, but even if I was, there was already no turning back. Standing between us and any sort of reasonable conclusion to this instant love affair was the need to agree a price and extract a large mortgage from the bank, but I returned to London entirely determined to give everything I had to wrestling from the universe the only outcome that, to me at least, made any sense.


The garden
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Even on our first visit to Peverels, it was plain that the garden had almost unlimited potential. Its range and scope would provide plenty of material, even for the most ambitious designer. The house is approached via a long, straight drive flanked on the left-hand side by hundred-foot poplar trees at intervals of twenty yards growing through a dense hedge of hawthorn, wild plum and hazel. The right-hand side delivers expansive views across the valley and down to a great reservoir. This side has no hedge but is planted with a mixed row of cherries, crab apples, Scandinavian maples and mountain ash; all unusual trees for an English approach. The drive itself is a thing of beauty and, as you turn into it, the trees on either side seem to touch above you, making an extended archway into another world; a living cloister, dense on one side, open on the other, and seemingly longer than any adjacent to a cathedral.

At the end of the drive you enter Peverels itself; here is the apex from which the sides of the plot gently open before tumbling happily down into the valley below. The boundaries are marked with thick hedges and mature trees of all types. Looking back at Peverels from the other side of the valley, you see a wooded triangular island on a hill with a white house somewhere among it. In high summer the trees provide a canopy of every type of green; from yellows and blues to acids and argents; all the greens that seem impossible to mix on a palette; all the greens you could ever want.

The space immediately adjacent to the house is itself a triangle sitting at the top of the larger triangle. It is comprehensively hedged and within it sits a cart lodge, a barn, an orchard, a pond and a garden – in short, all the paraphernalia necessary for when the house was an Elizabethan farmlette. This area I call the home garden and it is where the challenge of designing a garden within a triangle is most pronounced.

On that first visit, it was the area below the home garden that I eyed greedily. Below the great elm hedge was an expanse of almost virgin territory; the site for a new and audacious garden, one which would have avenues and rooms linked by clearly demarcated ‘walks’. Here, there would be enclosed places for hiding juxtaposed against vistas that to me, at least, felt just as dramatic as the great Brownian ones. Just as dramatic despite the fact, perhaps because of the fact, that they were not contrived; they just were.

I could see, straight away, that as the plot stretched out down into the valley there could be a series of reveals, almost like terraces with the great elm hedge providing the first one. I noticed how well the roses grew, and one in particular, a huge Albertine on the northeast corner of the house. I knew already that roses loved Essex clay. So, by deduction, I knew that roses (and the whole rose family) would likely be the plant family that formed the core of any new garden we built. That was what I wanted because, of all the families of flora, Rosaceae contains the greatest number of plants that are of particular importance to me.

On that first visit, I had no clear idea about the detail of what I would build, but I knew the scope of my ambition and it was clear that if I managed to get close to making the sort of garden I dreamt of, it was going to take a lot of physical graft and, potentially, a lot of money.


Ground zero
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It is not always easy to know the true genesis of something, but knowing where a thing starts often helps you to know the thing itself. This is self-evidently the case with words, but I think true also of people and their passions. Of course, this garden couldn’t have happened if we hadn’t moved out of London, it couldn’t have happened if we hadn’t moved here and it couldn’t have happened without me. But none of these explain where the garden truly started; they just describe the effective causes. The garden really started three years before we moved, as I stood in a room in the West Suffolk Hospital, flanked by my two brothers as we witnessed our father take his leave for the final time.

He had been such an overarching and titanic figure in all of our lives. He was the sun around which we had all orbited. Not just us, but everyone in our household (which was large) and everyone on the farm, in fact most of the people in our lives generally, even our friends, even our detractors, even his detractors had somehow been caught by his gravity and were held in his orbit. If you had known our family at the time, you would know that my description is not all that hyperbolic.

My father had led a technicolour life. He was a sort of sun king. In fact, he slept in a giant bed with a crowned canopy within which sat a mirror with a vast gilded surround to look like the sun throwing out its light. He slept in a south-facing room with four double-height, giant windows that had the shutters thrown back, day or night, winter or summer. He had always been generous in the sense that anyone who happened to be in his orbit was permitted to bathe in his light. For all of us, the sun had taken its final pass.

Afterwards, I remember a feeling of sheer exhaustion. I just wanted to build something, anything, a car maybe? Or a giant German Christmas-candle pyramid? I needed to use my hands. The work of the mind is exhausting (or can be) but the exhaustion of manual labour brings a rest that is rare and reassuring. I have found that during the periods in my life in which I have had to work predominantly with my mind things have gradually lost their proper perspective. Painting, decorating, building, gardening, even housework, leaven the soul. I needed to build something but I didn’t realise then that this urge to build would ultimately spend itself in a garden.

I have always loved being outside; I love the sky, the rich and crumbly soil, all that grows, romps and flies about – in short, the full panoply of peace that is available to us on our doorstep. This is what I go back to and touch every time I have to. This garden started in truth because I had to make that journey back outside. I have to make it now. I have to make it repeatedly. I make it several times a day.

When someone dies it can feel, oddly, like a triumphant failure; with both words carrying their true meaning, right up to the point of the closed door. There is triumph in the journey and yet there is the sense of a harvest that will never again be gathered, a crop that has been lost for good. No more seeds, no more plants, no more green shoots. True failure. The failure a farmer might have felt when he looked towards a cold winter with nothing in the barn.


Growing away from danger
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The death of my parents wasn’t my first taste of failure or, for that matter, shame. In fact, at some level, I had spent my life growing away from danger. I am blessed in that I have always been able to dazzle, at least to a point, if I need to. It takes effort, it takes anxiety, it has a cost: but I can do it. I dazzled my way into Cambridge, into my father’s affections (though, as it turns out, I didn’t really need to) and into a myriad of different career paths; each abandoned just as it became outwardly successful. This ability to dazzle is useful, it is a blessing of sorts, but in a very important way it is not sufficient. It can leave you very, very empty.

Cambridge was a surprise. I went to a posh boarding school, but one that at the time had a pretty appalling academic record. For most of my childhood, my academic record was pretty appalling too. I have a form of dyslexia that doesn’t affect my ability to read but makes spelling, other than phonetically, hard. I think it also hinders my ability to pick up foreign languages. I suspect all this was doubled up and pressed down by a fair amount of attention deficit disorder; leg tapping, fidgeting, twitching, grunting, jumper and shirt sucking and blinking oddly (and with an unnerving intensity), which is something of a family trait.

Still, it was an outwardly defiant and inwardly nervous little boy who trundled around in charcoal grey shorts and an Aertex shirt at prep school. As my brother once said, I appeared to be ‘full of twitch and scratch’. I was also prone to bouts of extreme enthusiasm, which I think others found challenging. Taken together, all of this rather hindered my ability to rise within the relatively old-fashioned hatcheries in which I found myself, riddled as they were by a certain amount of natural schoolboy competitiveness. The fact that I was also terrible at sport and recoiled from any organised collective activity, except from boisterous hymn singing, didn’t help either.

From about the age of fifteen, I decided I wanted to be a writer and proceeded to write two hideous novels. I haven’t looked at them for twenty years but I know more or less what they contain: in retrospect, quite an accurate picture of my future angst; their heroes were out of control. On the upside, I shed a measure of the twitch and scratch as I went on up through the schooling system but in other respects things didn’t change much until I was in the sixth form at my senior school.

My father never lost confidence in me or my academic ability. It was during a drive with him, beside Loch Muick in Scotland, that I decided I wanted to go to Cambridge to study theology. When I announced this to my school they said that my prospects were poor and, in fact, they initially refused to support my application. If they did, they argued, when I ultimately failed Cambridge would not take seriously the next, worthier candidate they supported. This line of argument strengthened my resolve, and my father, for his part, was incandescent with fury. He wrote for newspapers quite frequently and, in a rage, he threatened to expose the school for its uselessness in the national press and somehow, together, we made them fold.

In the end, the school supported my application. I worked like anything and got the grades Cambridge required: straight As. I still remember with crystal clarity the bright sunny morning when my grades arrived in an envelope from the examination board. I remember stealing myself away to open the envelope and I remember telling my father, bursting with excitement, as I found him by the magnolia trees he had planted down one side of the house. They were in flower, he was in flower, I was in flower. It was a moment of sheer ecstasy and we shared the ecstasy in completely equal measure.

When I eventually went to Cambridge I discovered that the university had so few applicants from the school I had attended that any failure on my part as a supported applicant would have meant absolutely nothing to them. They had barely heard of the place. I also think my experience shows that some children find their academic feet late.

At Cambridge, things started to unravel, and fast. I had climbed my first summit in life and found it didn’t hold the answers I craved. I quested for peace, for fulfilment and for belonging, and my quest took me to some rather unpleasant places. Off the rails would be an understatement; my journey took me through narcotics, unrequited love and misplaced desire. It took me through enough booze to sink a battleship and eventually to a magistrates’ court on the Horseferry Road in London. Before my turn in front of the beak there was a lady of the night being sentenced for plying her trade. The law forced the judge to ask her how she would earn the money to pay her fine. The magistrate’s face was grizzled and embarrassed. She answered simply: ‘How do you think?’ I stared into a misery far greater than my own and I resolved to do something. Ground zero.


Back from the edge
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Luckily, I had a patient and kind tutor at Cambridge who went out of his way to gently tease me back to my studies, and to some sort of normal approach to life. He stood to gain nothing from his efforts (and in fact shouldered a fair amount of professional risk simply by trying to help me), so I was and am grateful. A number of other things changed at this time and the one I am happy to have with me each day as I wake up now is my wife. A girl with bright blue eyes bumped into my life and brought in her wake a tide of good sense.

More than this, she backed me despite my deeply unorthodox upbringing. She saw me as worth rescuing. At the time, she felt like she had spent all the available capital she had with her parents, and she stood against much of the rest of her family, but she agreed to marry me. The stable I came from, with my father’s less than conventional approach to marriage and family life, together with my own recent misadventures, must have terrified her parents. Like my father and my tutor, she has never lost confidence in me.

So happily, very happily, I found a little square of land that I could stand on. Since then I have been growing away from danger. Sometimes you are taken to the edge. The edge can be an exhilarating and painful place. It can be genuinely dangerous too. I believe we can be called back from the edge because, in the end, any time on the edge that is unnecessary is selfish time. I was lucky to be called back by a girl with bright blue eyes. She has taught me a lot.

People battle different adversaries, but the one that has taken me to the edge more frequently than not is anxiety. I don’t mean worry, which is merely a sort of symptom that can be ignored, but the chemical and biological consequence of trying to live a normal life when your biochemistry is behaving as if you are in the throes of mortal combat with a lion. For periods, mercifully short and now distant, it forced me into my bed, where I spent long stretches of unpleasant time in a sort of trippy headspace and with a metallic taste in my mouth. The worst period was not when my father died, but when he was very, very ill.

During his illness my world had shaken and heaved and wrenched itself from its sprockets. And as I fought it, it wrenched and heaved more. I thought I might be going mad. There was nothing but shifting; a long haul through existential quicksand. At its worst, you simply can’t do anything; gradually I learnt to switch on a sort of autopilot that enabled me to function and accomplish tasks in a way that outwardly appeared normal, though inwardly I was in a sort of frozen stall. I did this for my son. He was a toddler. I could still enjoy building things with him.

When my father was so ill he could only communicate by looking at letters on a board I told him what I was going through. This may sound odd, but it is a mark of his gargantuan strength and commitment to truth that I knew I could share it with him, notwithstanding his ill health, without leaving him in the conventional sense ‘worried’. Though he had never spoken of it before, letter-by-letter he spelt out his own experience. His thirties had been filled with exactly the same thing. No one who knew him could possibly have guessed. He seemed never to flinch, even when in grave physical danger. He had clearly learnt to turn on the autopilot too.

In my early teens my father let me go harrowing with the small tractor. A harrow is like a giant piece of chainmail with spikes hanging down that is dragged across pasture. Its purpose is to scarify; to scratch out dead grass and moss and to lacerate the surface of the soil at the same time. I loved this. I loved the fact that something other than me was pulling a great weight of metal across the landscape, seemingly effortlessly.

Extreme or otherwise, anxiety has always left me feeling that I am pulling a great harrow through pasture, with each hair on my head connected to the chainmail. Torrid step by torrid step. Each jot and tittle in the land pulsating along the thread that is connected to my head. But this is a lie. The truth always sets you free. What is needed is to take a sharp blade and ruthlessly cut the hair and the harrow off. Prune away the branches as you would dead wood from a tree. None of us are bound to a harrow. Whatever your brain chemistry happens to be doing, Michel de Montaigne’s words remain mercifully true: ‘My life has been full of terrible misfortunes, most of which never happened.’


Starting to see a garden
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My strongest advice to anyone designing a new garden, or improving an existing one, is to look hard at the topography of the ground that is already there. This is absolutely where I started with this garden. To start to see the future garden you have to acclimatise yourself thoroughly to the current one. I have walked every inch of this garden many, many times. I have lain down flat on the grass and crawled around to get a better perspective on something. I have climbed ladders to get a different view and spent hours looking at the garden from the top floor of the house and thinking with my eyes. I have thoroughly stalked every inch of this garden.

When we arrived I knew that below the elm hedge I had a largely blank canvas. To me this was a great joy. In part this was pride (which is always vain and stupid) but I think in larger part it was the urgent need I had to create, to spend frustration and wrap it into purpose. Only something new would do. Of course, no blank canvas is truly blank. There exists already the natural topography, the soil you must learn, and the arc of the sun that you must observe through the seasons.

In our first winter, I was out planning and digging; digging and planning. This winter, three years on, I have been too. Every winter I think there may be less digging to do, but there never is. When you are building a new garden jobs must be done in a seasonal order. Beds have to be prepared in the winter, so they can be planted in the spring.

For better or worse, my approach to garden design is in some ways the opposite to everyone else’s. I don’t start with what the client (in this case, me) wants; neither do I start in a room with tracing paper and coloured pencils, or with a preordained sense of the style wished for. I start at the other end. I start with what the garden wants.

I have a sense, rather like Plato’s world of ideas, that the ideal garden for any plot already in some way exists and my job is merely to find it. I use the existing topography, the soil and the arc of the sun, and I then set about trying to discover the garden as if it were already there. I have found that getting to the bottom of each garden room has felt more like a process of discovery than something I have pushed out through mental effort. My mind seems to hover over the space and, if I watch for long enough, I start to see it. Sometimes I can go for ages and see nothing; other times discoveries come thick and fast.

While this may all sound highfaluting, when you stop and think about the high degree to which gardens are governed by their unique topography, weather, microclimates, soil and share of light, it makes quite a lot of sense as a practical notion. All the decisions I have made because I had a preconceived idea about something I ‘wanted’ have seemed to me later to be wrong. All the things I have discovered by simply being in the garden and somehow seeing them have seemed to me later to be right.

I took the same approach in our tiny London garden. I just spent time in it and as I did it grew around me in my mind. The process was the same, but in some ways a little easier. It was easier to ensure succession in the beds and easier to ensure sufficient mass to feel the garden was set apart from the city. On the other hand, it was less forgiving and small errors had a greater impact. Despite being no more than twenty-six feet by twenty-six feet, it felt like an audacious garden to me at the time, packed as it was with twelve climbing roses, three flowering trees, plenty of evergreen, a dedicated herb garden and an array of spring tulips better in some ways than the one I have now. The only downside to our new garden was having to say goodbye to our old one; it is always hard saying goodbye to an old friend.

Placing the emphasis on being in the garden is a simpler and easier approach for an ordinary person who wants to improve their garden than tracing paper and coloured pencils. There is nothing wrong with making sketches, and they become necessary when you are trying to share your vision with someone else (I certainly have made a great number building our garden here), but there is no substitute for pacing your garden.

In some senses, I view our house as merely the most convenient way for me to be able to actually live in my garden. I felt the same in London. It is definitely not the other way around. It is all about being. Being in the garden.


Learning your eard

[image: illustration]

The Saxons had a relationship with the eard, literally the soil on which we all walk, that reached out beyond, and in some senses wrapped up, all their other relationships. The eard is why they fought. The maintenance and protection of the eard was why they accepted social hierarchy. The eard itself reached through time too, providing a mysterious shared inheritance. Culture, politics and nation stood on, and emerged from, our rich and crumbly English soil. They loved engel lond, they loved it because it was the place where the eard could be found.

Once you have learnt a garden above ground, you must begin to learn what it’s like below ground too; you must thoroughly learn your eard. The great advantage of the smaller garden we had in London was that this was the job, almost, of an afternoon. I simply created the soil conditions I wanted. But here the scale of the job (learning seven acres) required a new level of commitment; particularly a commitment to digging.

Building this garden has been a gut-wrenching attempt to recreate something of Eden in north Essex. An enterprise that has strained my sinews, my creative will and my relationships with those I love. I can’t accurately explain where this level of commitment comes from, or why it is there. Often it has been almost all-consuming. I wake up with the garden in my thoughts more often than not. I dream about it and I regularly hit hypoglycaemic walls cultivating it. But for the first year this was all largely related, in one way or another, to digging.

Digging mostly happens in the winter. When I was younger I used to fish on the lake at home with a float. I would spend twelve-hour stretches watching the little float bobbing up and down on the surface of the water waiting for a ‘big one’. In those days, when I went to bed, I would fall asleep and see the float still bobbing up and down in my mind, and so it is after a day’s solid digging; as I go to sleep I can see the soil and I can see the rhythm of the spade working.

Other than the cost of plants, and the patience imposed by the seasons, the only thing that stands between me and what I hope to create is the speed at which I can dig. When I start to dig I reckon I can either excavate and shift a good ton of soil a day – or simply shift (with no excavation) three tons. This assumes in both cases the day is filled with other ordinary tasks such as school runs, feeding animals, talking to my family, etc. I estimate that the digging burns as many, if not more than, 2,000 calories. The soil can feed us, but it can also keep us fit. Neither is it just about the means of production; it is about the sheer thrill of it. We might one day
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