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At the Beginning . . .

‘I want to be a gardener.’ That’s what I told my parents. As aspirations go it was a pretty simple one. Compared with the desire to study Eng. Lit. or PPE (whatever that was) at Oxford it was off the bottom of the Richter scale. ‘The man who could call a spade a spade should be compelled to use one. It is the only thing he is fit for,’ wrote Oscar Wilde, emphasising the belief that gardening was a job for those who were a bit lacking upstairs to tackle more intellectual pursuits.

Back in 1964 gardening was something most folk did at weekends – down our end of town it consisted of Dad mowing the bit of grass ‘out the back’ and clipping the privet, while Mum scattered a few annual flower seeds over a grey ribbon of dust in spring – marigolds or love-in-a-mist – in the earnest hope that the dog would not scratch them up before they germinated. Up the posh end, where walls of sandstone replaced the privet, and striped greensward lay like a verdant Wilton carpet around the formal rose beds, gardening consisted, as Charles Barr put it, ‘of putting on a wide straw hat, holding a gin and tonic in one hand and a trowel in the other and telling the man where to dig.’ That sort of person could, for four guineas, have the initials FRHS after their name, indicating their Fellowship of the Royal Horticultural Society, like Mr Moffatt, who owned the florist’s shop on The Grove and had those four letters in gilded copperplate after his name on the glazed front door. Me? I just wanted to grow things. The interest in quotations came later.

I liked growing things mainly because I found I could. And because it made me feel good about myself. And because it made my surroundings look better. Not that it impressed the other lads in the street, who clearly thought I was a bit odd. All except Mick Hudson who scattered seeds with me, in between games of kick-can and cricket against the bus garage wall at the bottom of our street. By and large they left me alone to get on with it. Best that way really. Apart from the one lad who called me Petunia. It should have left me scarred. It didn’t. Not really.

Today gardening is infinitely more fashionable. Lawyers and bankers, worn down by the metropolitan grind and nervous of their future, sell the house in Primrose Hill and move out with Olivia and Zac to an estate in Herefordshire to grow a new life. Rarely a month goes by without the ‘girl in pearls’ on the frontispiece of Country Life being described as a ‘garden designer’. She’ll have done a course at one of the fashionable London gardening schools and been booked to sort out the gardens of her friends . . .

Oh, but that’s no way to start. It makes me sound bitter and twisted when, in reality, I’m thrilled to bits that gardening has become more popular, more acceptable, more revered. That’s gardening, rather than garden design. Becoming a garden designer before having been a gardener is akin to painting in oils without the faintest knowledge of the medium.

Enough. Time to get on with the story. I hope it will at least fire your enthusiasm for a way of life that I have found more rewarding than I could have ever imagined. I don’t mean financially – well, at least not in the first twenty years – but then as real gardeners know, patience usually pays off.

It’s curious that a miserable childhood is assumed to give a life more validity. That, I suppose, is why ‘misery memoirs’ have been so popular. I can’t claim that there was much misery in mine, apart from the occasional deadly boring Sunday afternoon with aged relatives and an uncomfortable time at secondary school. I’m not exactly a prime candidate for top-drawer tragedy. And, anyway, if life had been miserable my mum wouldn’t have let me drone on about it – a trouble shared being a trouble dragged out till bedtime. Get up and get on was her motto. It became mine, too. Luckily.

But, misery or not, we all have to battle. Nothing comes on a plate. I’m genuinely bewildered by the course my life has taken, but then I have stuck at it – tenaciously rather than ruthlessly – and been lucky enough to encounter just a handful of people who have said ‘yes you can’ at those vital moments when all I could say was ‘no I can’t’. I’m thankful for their intervention, and that in the end I did have the nerve to fly in the face of accepted wisdom – and critics – and battle on.

By leaving school at the age of fifteen and ‘following my bliss’, I have found, eventually, rather a pleasant place to be. Is it unfashionable, do you think, to be content? That’s content, rather than smug or self-satisfied. I’m always ready for it to go wrong – at any second – but it would be churlish of me to pretend that I have not enjoyed the journey so far. It’s been a long and an unexpectedly varied one. I didn’t imagine, back then, that I would end up presenting television programmes or writing novels, hosting the Last Night of the Proms or editing Percy Thrower. Well, I might have imagined it, but that was as far as it went. It is difficult to express surprise at the course of one’s own life without sounding like a clone of Uriah Heep, disingenuous, falsely modest, or possessing the two attributes already mentioned – self-satisfaction and smugness. You need self-confidence for those two and in spite of outward appearances, there’s not a lot of that in my store cupboard.

If I am honest I never really expected to get anywhere. Yorkshire in the 1950s and 60s – my part of it anyway – was not the hub of the universe, more of a distant outpost. Newsworthy things happened elsewhere. This was not something that worried me overmuch at the start of my journey, travelling hopefully, if realistically, on a route of whose direction I was uncertain and which would turn out to be peppered with frustrations, disappointments, irritations, worry, grief and all those other negative emotions that occur, after all, in most people’s lives.

I have been blessed with the kind of life I could never have dreamed of when I left school – a varied and unexpected series of events, many of them totally unrelated to gardening, but all of them built on a foundation stone that consists of a love of nature and a willingness to be interested. I suppose that is the secret. That and the fact that I had the knack of being able to grow things . . .





A Season for Everything

Therefore all seasons shall be sweet to thee.

      ‘Frost at Midnight’, Samuel Taylor Coleridge



Of all the vocations – and it is a vocation, not a job – that of gardener makes a man more aware of the seasons than any other. We have, as a race, lost the joys of what a monastic friend of mine calls ‘the postponement of gratification’, and while I prefer to enjoy more of the earthly pleasures than he does, I also take a deal of pleasure in anticipation.

We can eat strawberries in December now, if we want, but having been picked before they were ripe and travelled from the Far East, their flavour cannot compete with a fresh and sun-ripened berry picked from the garden in June. I want parsnips and swedes in winter, not asparagus, which belongs to April. I look forward to the first raspberries, in spite of the fact that as a fruit they freeze well and I can, if I wish, enjoy them all the year round.

Seasonality brings variety to our diet and allows us to look forward to a fresh crop of something new. It’s good for the soul, I reckon, to have a little bit of Lent in every month of the year. To have anything and everything on demand might seem like an advantage, but that ready convenience has unfortunate side effects – predictability of diet, the taking for granted of the natural cycle of things, the bypassing of the seasons.

Gardeners know the seasons of the year not just for the crops they produce, but also for the effect they have on our daily work. Bitter days of winter mean more layers of clothing and frozen fingers – so cold that when run under a hot tap to thaw out they cause us such agony that we cry out in pain. It is better to let them warm up slowly than risk the gardener’s version of ‘the bends’.

On the nursery, when outside work had to be carried out in winter – the cleaning of greenhouse glass, for instance, or the repairing of broken panes – we would wrap ourselves up in as many layers as we could. The top one was always a tatty old gabardine overcoat, once fawn, now spattered with assorted colours of paint. It was one of several that hung behind the door of the potting shed and whose once-trim tails had so often been caught on nails and torn into shreds that Mickey and I, astride the greenhouse ridge on a windy day, looked like two distressed moths, our wings flapping in the breeze as we tried to keep our balance.

When digging in winter with the smooth-bladed spades from the toolshed (there was rivalry for the best one, worn to a shining heart shape by years of use), we would gradually shed the layers until, on even a chill February day, we were warm as toast in just shirt sleeves, digging the lumpen aromatic manure from the local stables into every spit with the eagerness and competitive spirit of youth, and wiping the sweat from our brows with our forearms as we stretched upright every few minutes to look at the rolling main of freshly cultivated earth that we left in our wake. Old Harry would look on and shake his head at our foolhardy speed, knowing that by the end of the day our backs would be finished and our spirits broken. But by the following morning, having soaked our weary bodies in a bath of Radox and fully rested, neither of us would admit to anything other than feeling at the peak of physical fitness.

What Mickey had in muscle power, I could only match in wiriness, but in the space of that first year on the nursery I grew to 5ft 9in under glass, and developed a series of upper back and shoulder muscles that are still as hard as iron.

Spring would bring a rash of weed growth to nursery paths and the beds of soil where wallflowers were sown and shrubs grown on. The once-bare earth would come to life in a haze of lime-green chickweed and yellow-dotted groundsel, and the race for survival would begin between cultivated plants and interlopers. The spade was back on its rusty nail now, and the argument would be over the favourite Dutch hoe. Only a novice went for the newest tools in the shed – old hands know that an implement broken in by years of hard labour has a handle as smooth as silk and a blade that can cut through earth like butter.

Working backwards through the rows, we would slice off the annual weeds where their stems met their roots, with the words of Lennie Best, our ‘Fruit and Vegetable’ lecturer at the Institute, ringing in our ears – ‘Don’t push it in too deep lad – skim it across the surface. You’re cuttin’ ’em off not diggin’ em up!’

The weeds, severed in their prime, would be left on the surface to shrivel up in the sun, if we had timed it properly. If we hadn’t and a shower of rain followed, we’d be back out there a few days later skimming off the ones that had re-rooted.

Repetition is always assumed to be boring, and often it is. But some jobs, by the very nature of the fact that they need to be undertaken repeatedly, give you a chance to enjoy the fruits of your labours time after time. I love creating stripes on the lawn with a mower. If, after I had cut it, the grass remained trim and never grew again, I would be deprived of the satisfaction that creating such a result gives me. The same goes for clipping hedges or edging lawns. To some these may seem moronic tasks that involve not an ounce of intellect. Skill, yes, but intellect, no. And yet they give a man time to think, time to let his mind wander, and then, when the job is completed, the deep satisfaction of a job well done. The mundanity of the task disguises its deeper pleasures.

Spring is, for any gardener, a new beginning; a chance to wipe the slate clean. ‘This year will be better than last,’ says the gardener, while the farmer always assumes it will be worse. Gardeners are, to a man and woman, born optimists – good gardeners, anyway.

On the nursery, spring meant seed-sowing in tray after tray of seed compost. I won’t bore you with the formula, but Mickey and I had to mix that, too. Begonias would be the first seeds to benefit from our mixture – dust-fine seeds, fox-brown and glossy, worth more, ounce for ounce, than gold, said Ron. So fine and small, they are, that they need to be sown on the surface of the compost in January to give them time to grow before being bedded out in early June. Ron tries not to sneeze when he is tapping them from the palm of his hand, allowing them to bounce over the flattened surface of John Innes seed compost and spread themselves out. So delicate are they that there is no need to cover them, except with a sheet of glass and then a single sheet of newspaper to prevent the sun from burning them up.



[image: ]



From now on, Ron’s job, first thing every morning, involves going into the humid and sequestered confines of his long, low, white-painted propagation house and seeing which seedlings have emerged, and then the glass and paper are removed from the trays and the young plants given as much light as possible, the weak rays of winter sun strengthening daily as we head towards spring.

After these Semperflorens begonias come the antirrhinums, the French and African marigolds, the lobelia and alyssum, the tobacco plants and the petunias, giving us week after week of pricking out seedlings into wooden trays – six in one direction, seven in the other – forty-two plants to a tray. The trays come by the dozen from the local greengrocer. Once they held tomatoes – they have ‘Holland’ on the sides in bright red letters – but now they hold serried ranks of embryo plants, which, when they grow up, will decorate the town with their jolly summer flowers.

The empty staging in some of our thirteen greenhouses is filled with hundreds of trays now, each sporting a rash of eager young seedlings. But some are not so eager to grow, and keel over at compost level. Fungus disease. Damping off. We prise the lid off a tin of Cheshunt Compound, a lavender-grey powder that smells strongly of ammonia – one whiff is as effective at bringing you round after a night on the tiles as a bottle of smelling salts. It is mixed with water – a teaspoonful to a one-gallon can – and the pale purple brew used to dowse the affected trays. I am never convinced that it works; it’s rather like locking the stable door after the horse has bolted.

In between the pricking out of seedlings we are potting up literally thousands of rooted pelargonium cuttings. They, too, will be bedded out around the town come summer, and our greenhouses are now bursting with plants, not only on the staging, but also slung from shelves arranged on brackets above our heads on either side of the path, and in trays along the floor, too, so that to walk the length of a thirty-foot long greenhouse we need all the agility, if not the grace, of a ballet dancer. Each and every one of these pots and trays must be checked for water, morning and evening, along with the chrysanthemums and ferns, the hydrangeas and larger potted pelargoniums that we grow for floral decorations. It is an endless round of ministering to our charges, of spinning plates on sticks and making sure that none of them falls off.

With the lengthening days comes an even greater pressure on our time and a greater likelihood of plants drying out. The sun’s rays are hot now, even in Yorkshire, and Mickey and I are stripped to the waist on the sunniest days, competing to see who will have the best tan by the end of summer. Mickey always wins – thicker skin, I tell him.

Our greenhouses must be shaded to prevent the plants from being scorched, especially sun-sensitive species like ferns and hydrangeas, where one day of brilliant sunshine can dry their foliage to a crisp and ruin a whole year’s work. We have no blinds and no sophisticated forms of ventilation. The roof vents are on simple metal stays and we must judge how wide to open them, depending on the degree of cloud cover and the strength of the wind. On really warm days the door at the end of each greenhouse will be wedged open, too, except for the fernery, which is kept, always, as humid as a Turkish bath, its doors closed and just the merest crack of air allowed to creep through its ventilators.

‘Go and put some air on,’ was a frequent instruction in summer. That and damping down the floors of our greenhouses with water at two-hourly intervals was our only way of lowering the temperature, apart from shading them with a pale green version of whitewash by the name of Summer Cloud. It came in a green tin with an antiquated design, showing a man painting out the sun in a summer sky. Mickey and I would mix a bucketful apiece, whisking the green powder into water, and, armed with that and a long-handled brush, set about painting the glass of our greenhouses with a thin layer of ‘green-wash’ each April. From then on we could not see out of our greenhouses, and neither could others see in, until, in September, we had the deadly job of cleaning the stuff off with a scrubbing brush and a sharp jet of water. But that was a long way off yet.

Whenever the weather was warm and sunny and we had a lot of potting up to do, Mickey and I would carry a portable wooden potting bench outdoors, position it so we had our backs to the sun, and then load it up with compost and pots, continuing with the tanning competition as we worked. After long, sunny days, we would both of us admit to not being able to sleep on our backs that night, and the following day, chastened to some degree by our stupidity, we would continue our work in the shady confines of the potting shed, letting out, from time to time, muted groans as our rough work shirts abraded our stinging skin.

The pressure was relieved a little when the men had taken away our trays of bedding plants – trailers full of them distributed round the town’s flower beds and bedded out in a manic four-week period at the end of May and on into June. Now we would have to clean out our greenhouses and ready them for the pelargonium cuttings. This was the least popular job of the year – scrubbing the white-painted glazing bars with a disinfectant mixture that ran down your arms, then your body, finally and inevitably making its way into your underwear and down your legs. It mattered not what you wore, the evil-smelling brew had the exploratory capabilities of Scott of the Antarctic and the slipperiness of Harry Houdini.

The shingle on the benches would be scooped up into sieves and rinsed with a hosepipe and the central path of each greenhouse scrubbed free of green algae with a stiff, long-handled broom – a job that was undertaken every Friday throughout the year, along with liquid feeding in spring and summer.

From July to September the geranium cuttings would be brought in by Old Harry and Young Harry, having been cut from the plants now growing happily in the town’s flower beds and bundled into great sheets of hessian. The two Harrys would carry them over their shoulders like a pair of Father Christmases. By the end of the summer, we’d need to have taken fifteen thousand of them to ensure that next year’s display was every bit as good as this year’s. Some we rooted in trays, others at the rate of five to a four-and-a-half inch clay flower pot, but always the compost was topped with half an inch of sharp river sand to help guard against rotting off.

The men, now, were working without their jackets in rolled-up shirt sleeves and bib-and-brace overalls, though the flat tweed cap would seldom be laid aside. Wearily they would return at the end of the day, and even John Dale would have shed his thick, carpet-like overcoat, though he would take the precaution of putting it back on for the moped journey home, however intense the heatwave, perspiration dripping from his beak-like nose as he wobbled down the road on the overheated NSU Quickly in anticipation of an evening with the Television Toppers.

Autumn meant chrysanthemums. They would come indoors from their summer sojourn on the ash bed and need staking, tying and disbudding as well as regular watering and weekly feeding with the stinking manure-water. The newly divided pots of ferns would ask for tender nurturing and high humidity to ‘get them away’, and the thousands of geranium cuttings would have to be monitored for an outbreak of ‘blackleg’, a fungus disease that would rot off their stem bases with dire consequences. The sharp sand might help, but it did not guarantee success.

Bulbs would be potted up – narcissi and hyacinths – for a spring display in the town hall, and the flower-filled troughs from inside the town hall and the library would be replenished with fresh new flowering plants and ferns every week, regardless of the season.

And then it would be winter. A quieter time, but always with some kind of job to do – cleaning, repairing, picking off dead leaves and flowers and re-staging plants on their benches. There was always the boiler to keep topped up and clinkered, and if all else failed, there were flower pots to wash in cold muddy water and seed trays to scrub clean while we waited for the turn of the year and the days to become longer.

From November through to February it would, for the most part, be dark when we started work and dark when we finished, and on some days the sky would remain the colour of an old army blanket and we would be grateful for the warmth our greenhouses provided. This was the time of year when we, the trio of nursery workers, knew we had the best time of it.

Dick Hudson, the tractor man, would spend longer in the mess room in these darker days, drinking his tea and smoking his Capstan Full Strength, his gang mowers lying idle in their shed. What did he do in these winter months when the grass on the playing fields down by the river hardly grew at all? I glanced at his time sheet one Friday in December. It had but a single word written on it. ‘MAINTAINANCE,’ it said. Spelled just like that. That’s what Dick did in the wintertime. He maintained himself. Come to think of it, so did we all.





Back Into The Garden

We are stardust,

We are golden,

And we got to get ourselves

Back to the garden.

  ‘Woodstock’, Joni Mitchell



You will have gathered, by now, that I do not make plans but rather allow myself to be nudged this way and that by fate. I like to think I give it a helping hand every now and again or, at the very least, tackle what it throws up with every ounce of energy I possess. I don’t really do half-hearted. But I’ve never had a proper career plan, not since the one that Ken Wilson mapped out for me when I was fifteen, which has obviously gone seriously awry. If I’d followed it to the letter, of course, I would just have retired as the Parks Superintendent of some large town or city. The very thought makes me shudder – well, they both do, the Parks Superintendent bit, and the retirement bit. I tell the missus that I know I should do a bit less – and I will, I really will – but she just looks at me and raises an eyebrow. Well, the trouble is that it’s all so enjoyable. As Noël Coward once said, ‘Work is more fun than fun.’

But, here’s fate for you. Pebble Mill came to an end in 1996. ‘It has run its natural course,’ they said. I was about to find myself without a job, on television at least, though the writing seemed set to continue unabated. And then they asked if I would like to take over Gardeners’ World when Geoff Hamilton stepped down. Like most other things in my life, it came out of the blue.

The funny thing about fate is that while you can help it along, you can’t force its hand. I had auditioned for Gardeners’ World back in the early eighties – when Geoff had ended up landing the job. They said that Geoff’s garden was more relevant to the majority of their viewers because Barnsdale was in the Midlands, rather than mine which was in the south. They were probably just being kind. Geoff was a more experienced broadcaster than I was back then. But by 1996 he was ready to leave, having presented the programme for 17 years.

He and I had known each other for a long time; I had even written for him in the 1970s when he was editor of Practical Gardening magazine. I wrote under what he called a ‘pew-sod-o-nym’, Tom Derwent (it sounded suitably rural to me, with overtones of the Lake District). We chatted about when he wanted to step down from GW and when I would take over, and agreed that Easter 1997 would be a good time. But fate stepped in again, this time in the saddest of ways. Geoff died of a heart attack in the summer of 1996 and I was rushed back from leading a garden tour of South Africa and thrown in at the deep end to complete the series.

It was probably the toughest job I had tackled up until then. The sadness of his premature death infused the first few episodes and I found it hard to make Gardeners’ World my own. I soldiered on under the spotlight as brightly as I could, but the mood was not helped by some concocted scandal about peat.

Geoff was a committed organic gardener, as am I. So when I mentioned in the second or third programme that I was using ericaceous compost to pot up some rhododendrons, I thought nothing of it. But ericaceous compost was assumed, by one or two journalists and the charity Plant Life, of which Geoff had been a great supporter, to mean compost containing peat, which is a non-renewable resource that must be conserved at all costs. ‘How could he?’ came the tirade. ‘After all Geoff had done to discourage the use of peat.’

Well, as most people know, the word ‘ericaceous’ does not in fact mean ‘containing peat’. It means ‘lime free’. The compost I was using was based on bark but was free of lime. But by then, of course, the damage was done and nothing I said was of any consequence. I just kept my head down and battled on until the end of the series as best I could, reflecting ruefully that my old mate Geoff now seemed to have become St Geoff while I was a mere mortal.

It was only when the programme returned in the spring of 1997 that I felt I could really start to make it my own. I was not Geoff, I told myself, I was me. I could only be myself, and those who tuned in would have to take it or leave it. So from then on I did my own thing. I cherish the remark made by one correspondent whose letter began unpromisingly:



‘When you took over Gardeners’ World from Geoff Hamilton my heart sank.

I have been watching you closely over the past few months.

You’ll do.’



It was, for me, a turning point, and I shall forever be grateful to the viewer who took the trouble to write and let me know.

It was in that first ‘proper’ year of Gardeners’ World, 1997, that Ground Force came along, and that the names of Charlie Dimmock and Tommy Walsh became part of the nation’s vocabulary, along with ‘water feature’ and ‘decking’.

Nobody expected much at all of Ground Force. I certainly didn’t. I very nearly turned it down. I mean, gardens evolve, you can’t make them in two days. The very idea was unrealistic. But John Thornicroft, the producer/director who Peter Bazalgette had charged with persuading me to have a crack at it, was like a dog with a bone. He knew that the way to get me to agree was to suggest that I could not make a difference to a patch of ground in two days. ‘Of course I could,’ I replied. He had me where he wanted me.

With Tommy to take charge of the hard landscaping, along with builder’s mate Willy, and Charlie to help me with the gardening, we tackled our first challenge in West Wickham, near Croydon. The rest is history.

The programme was so successful that we were moved from BBC2 to BBC1, and the repeat of that very first programme pulled in 12 million viewers – second only to EastEnders. You’ve got to smile. Twelve million folk watching a gardening programme. Wonderful! Of course, some said that it wasn’t a gardening programme at all, it was entertainment. The very idea! That gardening should be entertaining. Whatever next?

It does rattle me, you know, when people are snooty about gardening, and about Ground Force. It was described by one notable garden designer as having taken garden design ‘to an immeasurable low’. He completely missed the point. It was a programme that aimed to appeal to and inspire those who would never dream of watching Gardeners’ World and to whom the garden was a foreign country whose language and customs were beyond comprehension. It did not set out to be the last word in contemporary landscape design, but just to take people by the hand and show them that they could create a pleasant environment outside their back door. With luck, some of those 12 million viewers might go on to watch Gardeners’ World, and maybe even really get the gardening bug and become members of the RHS.

I do have one or two regrets. I know that I will forever be associated with decking, which is perhaps not as classic as York stone paving but it is cheaper and easier to lay. I know that I had a predilection for blue-painted fences. Cuprinol even brought out a timber preservative called ‘Barleywood Blue’. But then we used to wear bell-bottomed trousers and kipper ties. Fashions change. At least the programme got people talking about gardening and, hopefully, doing it as well.

I stayed with the programme for six years and designed a total of 67 gardens, by which time I realised I was in danger of running out of steam and ought to quit while I was – marginally – ahead.

The high spots? There were many. We made gardens for people whose plots of earth had been inaccessible because they were wheelchair bound; now they could get round them and potter away to their heart’s content. We made a garden in the courtyard of the hospital in Port Stanley, in the Falkland Islands. (It’s probably been blown away by the wind by now.) We built a child-friendly garden for an orphanage at Palna in India, and a garden for the vicar of Rome in Umbria.

But the highlight has to be the garden we made for Nelson Mandela in the Transkei. I wrote about it in detail in Trowel and Error, so will not repeat it here, but the memory lingers, and grows more fond with the years. He really is an extraordinary man, with the quietest and most powerful charisma of anyone I have ever met, and that human quality I prize above all others – generosity of spirit. When we met, I asked him why he was not bitter. His reply: ‘There is no time for bitterness. There is too much to be done.’ There are other world leaders who would do well to remember that.

To sit down and talk with Nelson Mandela is a rare privilege. Like many great people, he has that knack of making you feel that you are the only person in the room – or the garden, in my case. And he does love plants. The story he tells in Long Walk To Freedom about the tomato plant he grew while he was imprisoned on Robben Island and which, in spite of his ministrations, withered away, is heart-rending. It was, he says, the only thing in his life over which he had any control. When it died, he buried it with some ceremony in a corner of the exercise yard.

I have a copy of Long Walk to Freedom that he signed for me. It is inscribed: ‘To Alan, Best wishes to a competent and caring journalist. N. Mandela.’

And so, when others accuse me of incompetence, I can say that Nelson Mandela thinks otherwise. I’m grateful for that.





Back to Nature

Nature, Mr Allnutt, is what we are put into this world to rise above.

Katharine Hepburn in The African Queen



They always say, ‘Be careful what you wish for’, the implication being that when it happens it might not turn out quite as you imagined. As a child I had always wanted to be Percy Thrower; that dream came true, in a manner of speaking, and it lived up to expectations. But before the gardening bug bit, it was ‘nature study’ that captivated me. I wouldn’t say that I wanted to be Peter Scott or David Attenborough (I remember them from the days before they were ennobled) but I did admire them. They were the sort of people who spoke my kind of language (albeit with longer words) and liked the kind of things I liked – animals and birds and, to a lesser extent, plants and flowers.

I had been presenting Gardeners’ World for six years when an approach came from the BBC’s Natural History Unit. It put me in a bit of a quandary.

In the eighties and nineties, and the early part of the twenty-first century, Gardeners’ World was a kind of ‘club sandwich’ in terms of its format. I would introduce and ‘pay off’ or close the programme, presenting three items during the half hour that were interspersed with features and reports from other ‘experts’. These stalwarts included Stephen Lacey (the high-class plantsman), Sarah Raven (the high-class plantswoman), Joe Swift (every man’s garden designer), Rachel de Thame (every man’s dream), Chris Beardshaw (every woman’s dream), and Pippa Greenwood (the garden doctor with the pleasant flowerbed-side manner).

The programme was filmed in my garden at Barleywood in Hampshire every Friday and transmitted the following Friday, so that we were only a week behind the weather. My five items – opener, closer and three middle bits – had all to be prepared in advance and any plant material ordered and ground prepared. The programme ran from February to October and we did anything from 30 to 36 episodes, which means around 180 items per year. I stayed with the programme for seven years, so during the course of my tenure I put together and presented 1,260 different items. It’s only when you look at it like that that you realise what a fearsome commitment is Gardeners’ World, especially when you’re presenting it from your own garden. Since I left, the programme has been presented from Berryfields and Green Acres, two gardens that are not owned by one individual, but are peopled by the presenters and maintained by a team of unseen gardeners. There is nothing wrong with this; indeed, it must make life much easier for the presenters to have so much back-up, but what is missing for the viewer is the degree of prurience that comes with seeing behind the scenes on a real person’s garden – Percy Thrower at The Magnolias, Arthur Billitt at Clack’s Farm, Geoff Hamilton at Barnsdale and yours truly at Barleywood.

‘Look at the state of that lawn, Muriel. You think he’d have a better one than that, wouldn’t you?’

‘Never mind the lawn. Have you seen the colour of those kitchen curtains?’

For this reason I always tried to avoid filming in the house, or showing too much of the exterior in shot. I imagined that people would either think I ought to have something better, or that I was showing off. Strangely, for someone who appears on television quite a lot, and who is happy to write about himself in books like this, I still value my privacy. Mrs T and I don’t do much in the way of red-carpet evenings or celebrity galas, and we politely decline requests from Hello and OK! magazines. Neither do we have that many ‘showbusiness’ friends. Fame is a by-product of what I do, not the reason for doing it. And yet, as someone who is passionate about gardening and nature I find it impossible to keep that enthusiasm to myself, and since my garden is my workshop as well as my sanctuary, I have a need to share it.

Nevertheless, after six years I was wondering just how long I could carry on. I knew that I did not want to match Geoff Hamilton’s record of seventeen years. The Natural History Unit came to see me at Barleywood to discuss ‘possible projects’. It’s a vague sort of phrase and I can only assume they’d had an eye on me for a while and wondered if we might work together. Two producers came down, and we sat in my conservatory and talked about what I might like to do with them.

They were surprised when I said that I had little interest in the migration of wildebeest in the Serengeti. Yes, I thought the Galapagos fascinating, but I did not really want to spend three months overseas filming giant tortoises. But this, after all, was what natural history presenters did. Sir David Attenborough, the expert’s expert and doyen of natural history presenters, had the most travelled suitcase in the world. But then he is not a gardener.

The problem with being a gardener, and being married to a garden as well as a wife, is that you cannot simply push off and leave it for months on end. More to the point, you do not want to. The NHU were on the brink of giving up on me when I said that what I would really love to do was a series about the wildlife and natural history of the British Isles. It seemed to me that we had enough about meerkats and lemurs, lions and tigers and camels, and all too little about dormice and starlings, red squirrels and Glanville fritillaries – the wildlife on our doorstep and the countryside we need to cherish.

They listened patiently as I explained my feelings, and went away promising to come up with a strategy that would hopefully enable us to work together. That was in 2001. The result was British Isles: A Natural History, a series exploring the foundation of our islands, their geology, geography, climate and natural history, over the last few million years. It took two years to make this eight-part series, and I managed to be away from home for only a week at a time, so that my garden would not become totally overgrown.

What this commitment did mean was that I could not possibly continue presenting Gardeners’ World. And so, at the end of 2002, I relinquished my tenure as ‘the nation’s head gardener’ and moved on. It was not an easy decision to make. My ambitions had never stretched beyond what I was doing but, as they say, if someone throws a ball at you, there is nothing you can do but catch it.

The autumn of 2002 became a turning point in so many ways: in October I stopped presenting Gardeners’ World and Ground Force. On 16 December we moved house and on 17 December we went to Yorkshire for my mother’s funeral. Moving house and the death of a loved one are, they say, two of the three most traumatic things that can happen to you. The other is divorce. Yes, well, moving swiftly on . . .

But there were happier things, too. During that same year I worked on a series I had longed to present, one that would go right back to basics and make gardening easy to understand. How to be a Gardener was made in several small gardens local to me in Hampshire, since I knew that we would be moving and could not base it at Barleywood. It turned out to be a great hit. I showed folk how to sow seeds and take cuttings, but also explained the ‘Why?’ as well as the ‘How?’ The book that went with the series became the fastest-selling gardening book of all time. I don’t mean to be sound boastful; I was just chuffed really. It seemed to suggest that a straightforward and simple explanation of the gardening basics was what a lot of people needed.

Of all the gardening series I have ever made, it is How to be a Gardener of which I am most proud. It was produced by Kath Moore, whose way of bringing out the best in a presenter has yet to be equalled. ‘Give me a bit more heart,’ she’d say, tapping her chest with her fist. ‘Just a bit more heart.’ I gave How to be a Gardener all of my heart, and it ran for two series.

So did my natural history programmes. The Nature of Britain followed British Isles: A Natural History in taking a closer look at our different wildlife habitats – from mountain and moorland to streams and rivers, fields and hedgerows – explaining the interdependency of plants, animals and humans in an ever more pressurised world. But I have always believed in being positive about natural history, not being the prophet of doom. Drone on at folk for too long about how this is threatened and that is on the verge of extinction and they will switch off, believing that there is little they can do to redress the balance. A celebratory, though not head-in-the-sand, approach is, I reckon, far more effective and pragmatic than the tired old ‘ten seconds to midnight’ stance, which leaves people despondent and breeds inactivity. Get them engaged, without browbeating them, and they will do their bit for conservation and stewardship of the countryside. Of course people need to know how fragile is the land on which they live, and how its future lies in our hands, but show them how they can make a difference, and explain the adaptability and opportunism of the wildlife that inhabits it, and they will see that it is not a hopeless cause but rather something they might feel able to participate in.

Making the series was tremendously enriching. I walked on snowy mountain peaks in the Cairngorms, travelled the Norfolk Broads by boat and explored coastal caves for seals and Scottish rivers for salmon. I travelled from Shetland to the Channel Islands, from the Norfolk coast to Pembrokeshire – the entire length and the entire breadth of Britain. It confirmed my long-held suspicions that there is nowhere else on earth I would rather live, and no other country endowed with so rich a variety of scenery and natural history.

There are, of course, scary moments when you’re making programmes in rugged terrain. Throughout the four years that it took to make British Isles: A Natural History and The Nature of Britain, I had one or two close encounters of the hair-raising kind. I escaped a helicopter that crashed adjacent to Hadrian’s Wall (it plummeted to the ground a few yards in front of me; mercifully, the crew escaped with only minor injuries). I was lucky on two counts – first in that they missed me, and second in that I was due to go up with them on the next flight. As it turned out, that was the end of the filming day – the cameraman had cracked a rib and the camera was written off. Well, if it wasn’t written off during the crash it was certainly written off afterwards when the fire brigade covered it in foam.

We were cut off by the tide on a rocky coastline in Devon, thanks to a producer who wanted ‘just one more shot’ and found it hard to believe that, although I would reluctantly do as he asked, the waves were less biddable. I ended up legging it over some craggy rocks while the crew sat tight with their equipment and waited for the tide to recede.

We got back to London that night to discover that the Evening Standard had got wind of it. It is curious, in cases like this, to observe the sort of ‘Chinese whispers’ way that stories have of growing out of all proportion, and changing with the telling. The bald facts are that our escape across the sand was cut off, but that we were high enough up on the rocks to be well above the high-water line. We were not in danger at any time. All we had to do was wait until the tide went out again. The guys had a camera, tripod and sound equipment to carry and so stayed put. I had nothing except myself to worry about and so I clambered – carefully – over the rather jagged rocks to safety.

The first version that appeared used the words ‘hero’ and ‘rescue’ when referring to my actions. In the second version the word ‘ill-advised’ appeared. And by the time the third edition came out we were on to ‘foolhardy’. You’ve got to smile.

The two series were well received by viewers and got high ratings. One or two critics, however, could not see any link between gardening and natural history and questioned my involvement. And so it is that gardeners labour on in a world where some think that plants have nothing to do with natural history, which is all about birds and animals and fishes. Heigh-ho . . .

When it was revealed that I was about to present a natural history series the papers reported that I was to be ‘the new David Attenborough’, which is a sure way of raising expectations too high, not to mention hackles. It was a ridiculous assertion. There never will be ‘a new David Attenborough’. I am content to be ‘the new Alan Titchmarsh’, which is, in some ways I suppose, preferable to ‘the old Alan Titchmarsh’. Or is it? You know, I’m not so sure . . .

Perhaps those critics were right, in that the longer I live the less I realise I know and the more unsure I become of so many things – things that, when I was young, seemed irrefutable. Copper bottomed. Guaranteed.

The other thing I have learned is that it does not do to become too self analytical or too precious. As Dame Margot Fonteyn said, ‘To take one’s job seriously is imperative; to take oneself seriously is disastrous.’

Looking back, the one thing I know for certain is that I have been extraordinarily blessed. It doesn’t do to say so, of course. It makes you sound soppy and sentimental. But I consider myself so very fortunate in the things I have been allowed to do and the people I’ve encountered on the way who were confident enough in my abilities to encourage me in my endeavours. To the friends who have stuck by me through thick and thin, and a family who could not be more supportive, I can never express my gratitude profoundly enough.

I have made my way in life, as Sir David Frost put it, ‘by trowel and error’. Last year I had the honour of being the High Sheriff of the Isle of Wight. It is an ancient office, and one which allows you to commission a personal coat of arms from the College of Arms in London. Those arms contain a motto. Mine is short and sweet: et stilo et rutro. Translated from the Latin: ‘by pen and spade’. Two implements that haven’t done badly for me, all things considered.
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