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LATE WINTER

‘The garden was small, but intensely rich and deep – one of those wells of verdure and fragrance which everywhere sweeten the air of Paris by wafts blown above old walls on quiet streets.’

EDITH WHARTON, Madame de Treymes

OH DEAR

This is barely a garden. At its longest point, from the back door where we stand, towards the trellis at what I laughingly call the ‘far end’, it measures 36 . . . leagues? Not exactly. Metres? Try again.

No. We’re talking feet. Its widest stretch, from one next-door neighbour to the other, is 25 foot, about 8 metres, no more. And it isn’t even symmetrical. These terraced houses have brick extensions where once the outside toilet would have stood, so the shape is an almost-rectangle, missing its bottom right-hand corner. The surrounding walls are so dilapidated that snails cross long distances to spend their holidays in them, and eventually emigrate here, for a better life. The narrow area by the back door, the lower part of the not-rectangle, is paved; beyond the extension, where the garden opens out to its full width, the flooring is old red brick in a herringbone pattern, like primitive parquet. There is a 1.5-metre-deep border around this wider part, the three sections of which are known, imaginatively, as (on the left) ‘the main bed’, ‘the bed at the end’ and ‘that other bit’. Yes, I am a novelist, and words are my craft.

So, 11 to 8 metres long, 8 to less than 4 metres wide, mostly paved; that is it. There is no grass. There is also no bench, pond, greenhouse, nursery bed, log pile, sundial, decking, terracing, pleaching, topiary, water butt, gate, wildflower meadow, nuttery, parterre, arbour, beehives, stream, rockery, gravel, climbing frame, hedgerow or hammock; no step or slope, no winding path. I own no potting shed or nesting box or wheelbarrow, no rake or strimmer, no polytunnel. Nothing like a fruit cage, or even a cloche. So how can I presume to write a book about my garden?

Usually, when writers talk about making a garden, they are describing the transformation of a wasteland. All my favourites began with sand or grass or naked soil. And however cramped Joy Larkcom, Eleanor Perényi, Mirabel Osler or Beth Chatto considered their terrain to be, their renovations always required stone to be removed and other stone brought in; barrow- if not lorry-loads of manure; native hedging bought by the gross and bulbs by the hundred; and trench-digging, weed-killing, stump-grinding, path-laying. Once everything was flat and windswept and now, look! A paradise.

Like meals, gardens produce great writing. Open Gertrude Jekyll or Elizabeth von Arnim and your mind will fill with fantasies of moist shade and lily ponds, aconites and bear’s breeches, mixed borders, modest but important collections of epimediums. For practical advice and rampant fantasy, they are our allies. Whether we own a window box or an estate, each of us, when rootling about in the soil, experiences the same disappointments and unexpected pleasures, the secret laziness, the guilt, the balm to the soul.

Yet I rarely read them, these great garden writers.

It is not them; it’s me. The moment they refer to the Lower Orchard, to stone benches or barns or fields or rills or, curses, manure heaps, my empathy dies. It isn’t a world I recognise. It’s the same with food. Banquets are fine, in their place, but wouldn’t you prefer to read about midnight sandwiches and ingenious stews from kitchen cupboards, picnics on river banks, dinners provided by tiny Alpine restaurants during snowstorms? I don’t want Christopher Lloyd’s suggestion of tulips planted in ‘lots of 12, 25 or 50’ as a backdrop to one’s swathes of home-bred wallflowers. I want to see, just once, in actual print, somebody admit to their lack of space for even one more seedling; to confess that, when at last they find a square centimetre of soil, it is invariably on top of a nameless allium bulb they planted the previous autumn, much too shallowly, with insufficient grit, and rather close to a horrible mauve geranium they bought from the garden-centre sale-shelf because they felt sorry for it.

Recently, books have been published for the modern urban gardener, whose acres are few. They lie. When writers and broadcasters refer familiarly to the constraints of small gardens – the fences, the narrowness, the cool dry shade – they are not to be trusted; turn to the photographs and you know you have been tricked. These people have space for verandas and high gates and fountains and statues and circular beds. Blackcurrant gluts! Box edging, damn them. That doesn’t count.

If, however, you are truly desperate, with only a roof terrace or a balcony, yet foolishly determined to grow something to eat, there are a few books for you. They will promise miraculous yields from upside-down tomato plants, a year’s worth of salads harvested from a compost-filled half-drainpipe. These, too, are false. They flagrantly ignore the fact that fruit- and vegetable-growing is extraordinarily labour-intensive, requiring so much more crooning attention than lawns or salvias. How many carrots will really grow in a self-watering plastic pot? If you want fresh vegetation but work full time, go down the market. Besides, who has space for 2 metres of horizontal piping?

Every year articles are written about office allotments; I believed them. Until recently I worked in an office where I kept a Red Cherry Hot chilli among the dictionaries. With weekly dressings of filter-coffee grounds and individual pinches of compost imported from Regent’s Park it occasionally produced a couple of flowers, which I hand-pollinated. I would put the very occasional chillies it produced in my workbag, to bear home like a Neanderthal with half a bison, only to find them weeks later, crushed beneath notebooks and coins like small unsuccessful fossils. But we were fighting a losing battle against fungus gnats and air-conditioning; like an ageing spaniel it clung to life but, when I heard myself asking my assistant to squash its aphids in my absence, I realised it was time to let it go.

I should have learned my lesson. But gardening had me in its silken grip, just as it has you. However unglamorous your plot or pot or shared allotment, however hopeless your harvest-festival dreams, once you have begun the long infatuation with soil and sappy green leaves, with shoots and earthworms and the smell of rain, there is no rest. Yours may be a garden at which real gardeners would laugh. You may never have grown enough berries for a summer pudding, or successfully renovated a mature ‘Rambling Rector’ rose; neither have I. That is the point of this book. My garden is not a haze of cottagey colour. I don’t have bowers of fluffy clematis or conical yew trees. There are no pre-planted pots of daffodils waiting to fill those troublesome gaps in my herbaceous borders, because I don’t have herbaceous borders and I’m not sure I really like daffodils. But I am in love with the tiny patch of soil I do have, with the musky spice of tomato leaves and the flavour of a single home-grown raspberry. I am obsessed with the mere idea of buck’s horn plantain and good King Henry, fiddlehead ferns and callaloo; with twining beans and courgette tendrils; the scent of leaf mould; the impossibility of gathering manure on busy A-roads; compost-making and germinating and my dream, if not actual ownership, of one perfect apple tree.

Gardening is not a hobby but a passion: a mess of excitement and compulsion and urgency and desire. Those who practise it are botanists, evangelists, freedom fighters, midwives and saboteurs; we kill; we bleed. No, I can’t drop everything to come in for dinner; it’s a matter of life and death out here. Just give me another hour, or two.

CATALOGUES

When it’s too cold and dreary to face the garden, and real life is not up to scratch, seed catalogues ought to provide comfort. This is, unfortunately, very far from the case.

‘Picotee’. ‘Naughty Marietta’. ‘Slap ’n’ Tickle’. ‘Brazen Hussy’. Do these words thrill or nauseate? If the latter, come closer. Let us sharpen our secateurs with malice aforethought. Hell is stocked with libraries of unbearable works of literature, and gardening catalogues occupy a special place. Just as estate agents believe that ‘impressive’ is the highest compliment one can pay a house, suppliers of plants and seeds write of talking points, show pieces, drama. They seem to assume that our primary aim in growing flowers is to dazzle our neighbours: ‘A semi-double bi-coloured parfait petite with ruffles, you say, Geoffrey? Really? Maybe I will stay for another drink.’

Like many writers, I find certain words excruciating. In childhood I begged family members not to say brisk, or pleasant, or cosy, or medley or moist. They ignored me and so my condition has worsened with age, like the English language (‘veg’, ‘a bake’, ‘eat happy’: these make me want to die). To the sensitive, garden centres are places of pain. There is already so much from which to avert one’s gaze: die-cast piglets and repellently scented candles and faux-stone boot-scrapers in the shapes of forest creatures; plastic mugs bearing odes to Nana; humorous peg bags; dyed potpourri; solar metal ducks; wood-effect LED lanterns; pink-flowered trowels for the ladies and Sneeboer Dutch transplanting spades for the rest of us. And if, when searching the seed racks, I spot a packet labelled ‘Dwarf Twinkles’, ‘Merlin Morn’, ‘Zinderella’, ‘Teddy Bears’, ‘Boy O’ Boy’ or ‘Spanish Dancer’, I simply focus very hard on a good old-fashioned Campanula rapunculoides and the nausea passes.

However, navigating a cringeless path through catalogues is growing more difficult – or, perhaps, my sensitivity is increasing. Many of the more interesting seed suppliers insist on online ordering, ignoring the needs of gardeners who read in the bath, and forcing us to rely on the more old-fashioned catalogues, whose jargon runs the gamut from brain-shudderingly twee to simply absurd: ‘eye-catching duplex lavender blooms’; ‘collarette fleuroselect novelty’; ‘showy but uniform’; ‘a superb garden performer’. If people grow a sweet pea called ‘Charlies Angels’ [sic] or ‘Knee Hi Mixed’ or ‘Karen Louise’, how can they look it in the eye? I realise there is a limit to how often a copywriter can use ‘orange’ or ‘short’, but there is no excuse for ‘be the first to grow these heavenly fragranced pastel hues for that something different’. Even fruit and vegetable suppliers, from whom one might have hoped for restraint, make horrific choices. Apples have famously beautiful names, like nineteenth-century courtesans – ‘Beauty of Bath’, ‘Fenouillet de Ribours’, ‘Annie Elizabeth’, ‘Irish Peach’ – so what barbarian could justify naming a potato ‘Jazzy Salad’ or a runner bean ‘Lady Di’; sweetcorn ‘Minipop’ or tomatoes ‘Craigella’, cauliflower ‘Candid Charm’ or kohlrabi ‘Korfu’?

There must be support groups; no one should have to deal with this alone. Perhaps we can petition seed suppliers to adopt some better names: ‘Corduroy’, ‘Wuthering Heights’, ‘Aristotle’, ‘Metaphor’, ‘Sally Wainwright’, ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’. I would happily advise them. Actually, I would pay.

RURAL LIFE

In one’s twenties, gardens happen to other people.

We lived in a block of flats just south of Euston Station. We had forgotten about weather; mud did not exist. We bought our vegetables at Safeway and avoided the country as much as possible. Then, after our small scruffy car was broken into five times in a year, we moved out of the very centre of London, and understood what rural life was all about.

When it rained, actual snails crept over the pavements; cats and foxes roamed at night. The nearest green space was not a litter-spotted square but Hampstead Heath, big enough to get lost in. Our hair smelled of fresh air. We now occupied the top of a small terraced house, converted, by easily distracted amateurs, into a maisonette. Our downstairs neighbours complained about footsteps but look! Stairs! A roof! Never mind the damp and mice, the constant traffic jam outside, the rumbling trains, the merry drug dealers gathering outside the local school every time the lunch-break klaxon sounded. This was paradise.

Best of all, we had a roof terrace. It was edged with shoulder-height railings, and covered in fibrous tiles so leaky we had to mop it when it rained, like fire-watchers protecting St Paul’s Cathedral. But we could see sky, and neighbours’ sons shouting at the labradoodle, and something swishing in the wind that might have been an aspen. Downstairs owned the garden but pretty soon we wouldn’t care; it would be the Hanging Gardens of North London out here. Just give me a couple of months.

And so, like a simple shepherdess, I skipped to my ruin. I bought two plastic pots, a sack of mud and a pair of purple clematises with Polish names, chosen in honour of my grandfather; I was returning to the soil. As every gardener knows, full-sized clematises are uniquely ill-suited to container growing; they need more water, deeper roots and room to roam. Understandably, mine died. I should have stopped right there.

Instead, I thought: blackberries! How difficult can they be?

This cycle could have continued indefinitely: a ceaseless tide of unsuitable plants – peonies, oak trees – massacred by exposure and poor research. But families grow, as do book collections; we needed children’s rooms and, ideally, also a loft, a basement, a study each and an enormous dingly dell of a garden. Was that too much to ask?

Yes. Thirty-two houses later, each grimmer or less affordable than the last, we heard that the house directly opposite was for sale. Barely bigger than our flat, with a 1980s plastic kitchen and mouse-gnawed wiring, it seemed that impossible dream: a doer-upper. The only problem was the garden. I’d been looking forward to a hammock, fruit trees and, obviously, a lawn, but the estate agent referred only to a ‘yard’. This sounded ominous. I squinted at the photograph: nothing but a shadowy tangle above paving stones, and not many of those. Where was the trout stream? Even a simple burbling brook?

Eight years later, I still remember the thrill as I forced open the kitchen door into the back garden. There was no grass; who cared, when around the prettily weathered brick and stone lay flower-beds: centimetres deep with real soil? There were trellises choked with roses and ivy, edged with terracotta pots, larger and older than I had imagined ever owning, containing a human-height rosemary and a bay, skilfully trained in the shape of a lollipop. Fat pigeons stood about on a somewhat lopsided fence. A mummy and daddy blackbird, whose song I recognised via The Beatles, hopped along a real brick wall. There was also an actual life-sized tree, rough-barked, miraculously scented, even in November. It was a garden, undeniably, and I wanted it. It was small, yes, but mature. I was mature.

Then we bought it, and the fun began.

The beds contained shrubbery; I knew that much. Further identification proved difficult. The photographs in my charity-shop Complete Family Gardening Encyclopaedia had faded to muddy magenta and bog-green, and the diagrams looked like physics exam questions but, at the back, before a list of recommended pesticides, lay a section on Fruit and Vegetables.

Life, for me, is an opportunity for eating. Interesting new foods are the purpose of every holiday; meals are what I want to read about in the bath, discuss with strangers and remember. So it is inevitable that, while most people think of gardens in terms of flowers, my instinct is always; ‘What will there be to eat?’

I leafed through the disappointingly short chapter. Where were the dangling melons, the enormous tomato yields grown from one small pip? Under blackcurrants, it mentioned that ‘nine or eleven bushes should be sufficient for an average family’ and suggested that the adventurous try blueberries ‘for a Transatlantic taste’. There was much discussion of exhibition-bench-worthy potato varieties, fruit-tree fertilisers (‘Late Jan. apply sulphate of potash at ¾oz per square yard. Every three years, in late Jan., apply superphosphate at 2oz per square yard. In late Feb., apply sulphate of ammonia at 1oz per square yard’) and a sumptuous chart of diseases. It was, to be fair, an old and ugly book but in those days, before the publication of Nigel Slater’s groundbreaking Tender, in which he listed individual varieties of lettuce and blackcurrant in terms of beauty, taste and growability, and Mark Diacono’s brave, mad campaign to make gardeners think in terms of deliciousness, not tradition, even freshly published gardening titles focused on the old favourites: cabbages and leeks and pears.

This was not what I had imagined: not at all. Forget it, I told myself; this was my garden, shrubs and flowers, not an impossible utopia of almond blossom. I would concentrate on what already existed, chuck in a few bulbs and leave it at that. It was time to live in the moment, count my blessings and so forth. Time to get cracking; to garden.

But how do you garden with other people’s plants?

HEDGEHOG NIGHTMARES

‘Oh, roses!’ said every visitor. ‘How lovely!’

Idiots. Roses, particularly in a tiny garden, should be pretty and well behaved; they also ought to keep their labels securely attached. Even I knew what a rose looked like but these nameless examples seemed more suited to fairy tales than to English gardens. Each was uniquely cursed. The one at the back, most visible from the kitchen, combined lovely glaucous slatey leaves with simple blossom in an appalling salmon pink. The second looked perfect, with sweet-scented cream flowers at the end of 3-metre shoots which waved ironically at me above the trellis, as their petals fell like manna on the slugs that grazed the bed beneath. And the third, scented, compact and beautiful, its blooms the colour of rhubarb fool, had stems like the stuff of baby hedgehogs’ nightmares: mouldy, dappled, densely prickled.

If I was to improve them, I needed to know more. Were they large-flowered hybrid teas, cluster-flowered floribundas, modern bush or burnet or damask or gallica or species roses or simply shrubs? Did they ramble? Were they naturally bushy or in urgent need of haircuts and, if the latter, how did one go about this? And what about the other plants: this rubbery thing, this dusty sort-of-daisy? There were low weed-like leaves, and brown dead tendrils, and some buttercups. Is a shrub just a big plant, or somehow superior? Should one feed ivy and, if so, on what? The answer, surely, lay in books. Books made me; they are my favourite inanimate object, my salvation and, probably, my doom. They isolate and comfort, inform and distract; my childhood was built on them. Adulthood is unthinkable without them. And gardening, I swiftly realised, gave me an excuse to visit a whole new bookshop section.

I read my purchases thoroughly, their mysterious phrases soothing and exciting; then I brought them outside, ready to be informed. First was the leathery plant: a Portuguese spotted laurel, Prunus lusitanica. Apparently it reproduced sexually, contained cyanide and was ‘long-lived’, which seemed a pity. Next came a depressed smooth-leaved holly, or privet, then something which might, if it pulled through, become a cistus, and a plant like a fleshy rose whose prim sub-magenta blossoms turned to beige slime even before they fell. The solution, my book informed me, was to add acid to the soil, which was probably illegal and definitely stupid. Already, I knew more than a gardening manual. It was time to take charge.

I am not proud of the month that followed. I became like a bar-room drunk, trying to engage in conversation everyone who passed by: the butcher, veterinary nurses airing Schnauzers, Ted the boiler man. I would throw out leading comments, desperate for a fleeting mention of hanging baskets and then, if they strayed my way, I would pounce: ‘Do you know what that’s called? Is it a weed or do you like it? Do I like it? What is it for?’

I begged friends to bring knowledgeable relatives for tea and followed the only one I successfully lured, a surprised aunt, with a notebook which read afterwards like evidence for the prosecution: ‘Sharp, get one. Ears?’ A passer-by explained that the tangled flowers at the front, sweetly scented, 3 metres high and blossoming without pause, were merely an indoor jasmine grown feral, nourishing itself by sending its roots deep into the drains. We refused to believe her, although I wonder now if that explains the smell it emits when the blooms start to die, like day-old Chinese takeaway. We pressed on. By interrogating a probably harmless gentleman at a bus stop, I worked out that the tufty business occupying most of the main bed was crocosmia; one of the few benefits of my extraordinarily swotty childhood was that I could spot the dried remains of acanthus leaves, because the ancient Greeks carved them on the capitals of Corinthian columns. Everything else defeated me. I bought a soppy book on herbs and, ignoring the bath-infusion recipes, identified the tansy and soapwort and bugloss and dyer’s aconite and enchanter’s nightshade that lurked ominously beneath the shrubs, like an Elizabethan witch’s secret store cupboard. There seemed to be very few recognisable flowers. It was lovely, restrained and totally alien. It made my fingers twitch. Yet, dimly, I sensed the need to wait. Even up here, kept warm by buildings and exhausts, I knew we were deep in winter. The garden was impossible to imagine in spring, let alone when ripe and richly overblown.

The answer, irritatingly, was patience. In my excitement I had already read enough to know what people do when they inherit a garden: they leave it for a year until, after flowering and dying back, the garden’s bones (they always say ‘bones’) emerge. Fine. It couldn’t be that hard. I’d just wait, and watch while, like the slow accretion of leaf mould, the perfect layout gradually formed in my mind. Then, armed with knowledge and a range of exciting tools, I would make my garden: painterly, old-fashioned, beautiful.

Oddly, that is not how it turned out.

HUMAN BLINKERS

In the houses of my childhood, kitchens were below ground level. If you wanted to visit the garden, even to pick a few chives (it was the Eighties), you had to climb up slippery outside steps. The basics of garden ownership, the sweeping and weeding, must have required an effort of will; if, every time one looks outside, one sees only a rainy stairwell littered with unswept leaves, it’s tempting to stay indoors.

But this kitchen, my adult kitchen, is on the ground floor. You just open the back door and walk outside.

This is a nightmare. How am I supposed to resist the garden now? Although the door windows are modest, they offer a vista of paradise. Or, no, of something better: a paradise-in-waiting, needing me only to nip outside and perform a couple of simple tasks and then, definitely, it will reach perfection.

Making coffee lures me closer. Somebody needs to invent blinkers for humans. There are novels to write, tax receipts to collate, but where is the harm in standing at the glass for a little look? A light drizzle is usually falling; I am shoeless because I prefer to write in, although not with, bare feet. No sane person would step outside.

I step outside.

I blame my dyspraxia, recently diagnosed, by a friend, outside a pub. It explains many of my difficulties – with directions, practical tasks, walking through a door frame without banging a shoulder – in a way far more cheering than old-fashioned stupidity. I also tell myself it is the reason that I am strangely inattentive to cold. Unlike most British people, with our nice calibrations of weather, our conversational grumbling (‘wet enough for you?’) and outrage at any climatic extreme, I don’t pay attention to low temperatures. I feel them, obviously: I’m not a rock. I just don’t remember to do anything about them. So while others would stop to shoe themselves appropriately before walking over grit or bramble or several centimetres of snow, I persist in believing I’ll be able to tread lightly towards the compost bin, like a fairy o’er stepping stones.

‘Where’s your coat?’ people ask. ‘Aren’t you freezing?’

‘Yes,’ I tell them, and we look at each other, perplexed.

Yet my plants are calling to me. From here I can see the garden table, which was bought for Mediterranean-style meals in the sun but mysteriously is covered in improvised plant crutches; broken teapots; ice-lolly-stick seedling markers; treats for compost worms; postman’s rubber bands for attaching things; a child’s stolen kitten-patterned pencil; takeaway cups labelled MANGO I THINK and ??MISC DON’T THROW OUT; stiffened gloves; rusty spoons. To a non-gardener, it looks like dismal rubbish. To me, it is a smorgasbord of delightful and necessary tasks.

Addicts are ingenious. They lie, even to themselves. A gardener can always think of an excuse to wander outside.

‘I’ll just . . .’ we mumble. ‘Give me a couple of minutes.’

This is obviously nonsense. How could one do anything in a garden in two minutes? It’s like just one drink, one cigarette. A garden is a knotted rope along which small tasks and satisfactions are laid out at optimum intervals, as in a computer game, or a punishment devised on Mount Olympus to drive mortals mad. We try to resist; we fail. We always do.

‘This won’t take long,’ we lie.

THE PERFECT GARDEN

Every garden needs a lawn. Even then, in the first seasons of my innocence, I knew that much. What else is there to do in childhood but lie, agonisingly bored, on unglamorous English turf? Childhood, particularly before the Internet was invented, is fantastically boring; if one is lucky, desperation leads one into the garden. On the extremely rare occasions when I wasn’t reading, I could usually be found doing something peculiar outdoors: peeling sticky yew bark to make unsuccessful bows and arrows; fossil-hunting in the flower-beds; grinding bricks into paint; grubbing for earthworms, inspecting insects, listening to the melancholy coo of wood pigeons, contemplating the void. I tasted grass stems. I once attempted to cut the lawn with blunt-ended scissors.

So naturally I wanted my children to spend as much time being bored on a scrappy lawn as I had. The area in question was bedroom-sized, perhaps 4 metres square; all we needed was a couple of rolls of turf, turves. I had already bought a Swingball. How hard could it be?

The first fourteen or fifteen visitors we consulted said we were unturfable, that no grass could survive beneath all that overhanging foliage. And where would we keep the lawnmower? People can be so negative. I wouldn’t give up: what about running through sprinklers? Gazing at the clouds? We’d promised the guinea pigs; I’d whispered offers of lawn-grazing into their petal ears. They couldn’t make do with carrot peel and stolen grass indefinitely. The books insisted on digging up the lovely bricks, and their foundations, adding 10 centimetres of topsoil, scarifying, seeding. In panic, I invested further: a hose reel, like a neon turtle; a wonderfully cheap shed, which went mouldy almost overnight; a set of inflatable goalposts. Slowly, I came to accept the inevitable: this would be a grassless garden. There was so much else to do – branches to prune off, fertiliser to chuck about – that sometimes I could almost forget my lawn sorrow. Almost, but not entirely; even now, when I catch sight of a particularly scrumptious patch of new spring grass, the urge to roll about on it, worry about the universe, get down on all fours and munch it, is difficult to resist.

So I began to consider my other options. Why had no one explained about all the rules? I learned that I should map my garden’s hours of sunlight, but the sun never stayed out for long enough to be sure. Every child’s gardening guide instructs one to test a) the soil’s pH and b) its structure. Always the good daughter, I obeyed, as if I might confound expectations and discover an acidic heather bog under London topsoil. I tried to measure my soil’s consistency; did a falling-apart sausage suggest that it was sticky or sandy? I borrowed a compass, and was wholly unable to understand which way the garden faced. I tried covering the graph paper with tracing paper, as if a change of stationery was all I needed. I attempted to measure my terrain in paces. I wondered where to put the pond. But it was only when I realised that a pond on this scale was essentially a puddle that I acknowledged my plans for a wildlife sanctuary, virtually a game reserve, would come to nothing. There would be no newts or tadpoles. No grass means no chickens. I consoled myself with thoughts of the inevitable slow-worms and grass snakes . . . oh, no, hang on. Not grass snakes. But surely rare spiders? Interesting bees?

We were, however, bountifully blessed with two animal varieties: cats and slugs.

The gardens of this terrace intersect, making a marvellous pedestrianised area in which dozens of felines, variously noisy, violent, randy and digestively vigorous, can perform their passeggiata. Our own rescue-cat, Hercules, is both saintly and handsome, unlike the creature with the irritating yowl, the weird pale stalker, the fluffy fat bully which harasses and mauls everything within a ten-garden radius. Their cats are almost as bad. If your flower-beds are a popular local toilet, no hoses or cayenne-sprinklings or rose thorns or unpleasantly scented coleus plants are going to deter them; no loans of fierce-looking dogs, no ultrasonic frequencies or even begging London Zoo for lion droppings – nothing works. Bulb planting and transplanting will be fraught with horror; unpleasant surprises lurk beneath every innocent snowdrop. I still run outside, barking; it makes no difference at all.

No true warrior surrenders. I had read that slugs and snails were the primary foe of gardeners but was confident that this would not apply to me. I bought lager, buried jars, strewed orange halves and waited. It was a major triumph. The bloated beery bodies, like exhausted darts players, were disgusting but endurable, because the garden was saved. My bloodlust sated, as a sort of victory lap I trotted back out to admire the baby parsley seedlings I’d planted the day before. What foresight! What plantswomanship! Soon we’d be chomping on bunches of—

There was nothing. Every leaf and stem had been devoured by rampaging slug hordes, galloping across the plains while, like a fool, I slept. Slowly I understood the reason. The disintegrating walls of which I was so proud were a breeding ground, a sort of nursery, for the nation’s molluscs. This level of slug infestation is rarely written about: most gardeners have enough garden to go round, or helpful toads or camera crews, or simply a free hand with the metaldehyde pellets. Whereas I, with my delicious tender salads and organic greens surrounded by untrammelled ivy and honeysuckle, had inadvertently created a slugs’ hotel buffet; you could see them giggling and gesturing rudely as they queued for seconds.

Chastened, unbroken, I vowed not to rest until the garden was a fecund paradise, ingeniously protected from pests, dripping with ripe fruit, perfumed, inviting. How long could that take – perhaps a year?

It was an idiotic plan. It might just work. But troubles were coming, tiny ripples which turned to riptides. Life, the foe of peaceful gardening, intervened. A year, it turned out, was on the short side.


EARLY SPRING

‘The cabbages were curled and purple and full of raindrops, and their leaves creaked stiffly as [she] held them in her arms.’

ELIZABETH TAYLOR, The Wedding Group

BITTERNESS

In the olden days, maturity was easy to spot; if one could plough or kill or reproduce, childhood was over. In the modern era, we must look for more subtle signs. Have you ever driven through a car park with the parking voucher between your teeth? Do you appreciate Radio 4, and vests, and scenic mountain views? And, most tellingly of all, do you enjoy chicory?

Any fool can eat a carrot. Lettuce is hardly a challenge. Even kale, if sufficiently massaged and toasted and salted and covered in Parmesan, has lost its power to terrify. But bitterness is another matter. If salad leaves were cigarettes, lamb’s lettuce would be menthol ultra-lights. And Gauloises? Gauloises would be radicchio.

Chicory and radicchio: are they the same, or almost? The world, particularly for gardeners, is already too full of interesting questions; we must prioritise. According to Joy Larkcom, author of The Organic Salad Garden, the latter is merely a red version of the former; let us accept that, and hurry away. But then there is frisée, the tougher curly form of endive; escarole, which is what Americans call green chicory; chicons, which require forcing . . . enough. We will focus on the Italians; life is better that way.

Italy is misunderstood. We think of it as a baking hot land of merry Southerners, frolicking in off-the-shoulder blousewear, but the reality is more temperate: mild springs, icy but manageable winters. Their tomatoes and sweet peppers and lettuce-leaved basil remain largely out of reach, but their salad leaves are within our pasty Northern grasp. Why accept a corner-shop iceberg lettuce or a soggy supermarket salad when you could try ‘Variegata di Castelfranco’, dramatically speckled with maroon, its pale jade outer leaves turning to lemony-white as you approach the heart yet remaining spotted and freckled with rusty red, like a murderer’s comeuppance? I cannot get over ‘Catalogna of Pugliese’, continually drawing my guests’ attention to its juicy dandelion-like serrated leaves, succulent buds and the occasional sky-blue flower right through the year and out again after a mild winter. I have an unrequited crush on the fat juicy crunch of puntarelle, which for three years I have tried to grow from an unpromising packet of seeds found on a nylon nightwear stall in a disappointing Piedmontese market. Better to stick to ‘Grumolo Verde’, the hardiest of all despite looking like a floppy green rose, or the Rossa di Chioggia types, their leaves wine-red, bright burgundy with minty-white ribs, or blackish-red and tightly packed as a tiny cabbage, torpedo-shaped or orchid-shaped or like a crunchy tennis ball. There is a gorgeous radicchio for all of us, each one multipurpose, extraordinarily brave in the face of disgusting weather conditions and delicious in almost every culinary context you can think of except, perhaps, blancmange.

Chicory has other uses, all of which I
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