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For Hugh from Kew
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Introduction

An almanac, says the dictionary, is ‘an annual calendar containing important dates and statistical information such as astronomical data and tide tables’. I suspect much of that information would be of little relevance to a gardener, especially those in cities (who cannot see the stars for a myriad of street lights) and those whose patch of earth is situated some miles from the coast. So while this book does contain some ‘statistical information’, it is more after the fashion of what used to be called a ‘commonplace book’ – a seasonal notebook of timely jottings, of quotations and musings, of things that have caught my eye and which give me pleasure as the seasons unfold. Oh, and yes, hints and tips about this and that in the garden as the months go by.

Over the years, I have penned many books that will tell you in detail the ‘how’, the ‘why’ and the ‘when’ of gardening, but this book is rather different. It is what you might call a ‘dipper’: a book to open at whichever month you’re in or else thinking about; to peep into and choose a passage or a fact or quotation that takes your fancy, that inspires you or just makes you feel good. I hope it might surprise you, or make you smile, or raise an eyebrow or a chuckle, or simply make you feel better than you did when you opened up the covers. It will sit happily on your bedside table.

There is certainly a nudge or two – about when to prune your roses, or to encourage you to think about bees and butterflies, or to persuade you to buy a greenhouse or a good tree for winter interest; so it will, I hope, be useful – but above all I want my love of gardens and growing things and the great outdoors to rub off a little, rather than chivvying you into feeling guilty about what you have not done or what you ought to be doing.

Over the centuries many writers have enthused about the joys of the natural world – a world that begins in that patch of earth outside your back door. Their words have delighted and inspired me since I learned to read, and sometimes when we are so busy doing, we tend to forget why we bother being out there in the first place.

We garden for so many reasons: because it feeds us body and soul, because it offers sustenance to wildlife as much as to ourselves, but also because, deep down, we feel a duty to our landscape – however minuscule our patch of earth might be – and a need to hand it on to our children and grandchildren in good heart.

We are stewards; we husband the earth – such a lovely but latterly forgotten phrase. Our labours may involve honest toil and a degree of heartache and fatigue, but above all they reward and enrich us for working with nature rather than against her.

Oh dear, that sounds rather heavy. Something that this book is not. It is here to remind us all why we tend a patch of earth and the delights that occur as a result of wielding spade and hoe, but also of sitting in the shade in high summer and feeling those welcome rays of sunshine warming our backs on a crisp winter’s day.

As almanacs go, this particular one is light on the guilt and heavy, I hope, on the delight. Nothing in life can compare with the pleasure of simply being outdoors and feeling content on a patch of earth we call a garden.

Sunrise and Sunset in Skipton

I’ve included the hours of dawn, sunrise, sunset and dusk throughout the year, along with hours of daylight, since every almanac should do that, but I don’t expect you to get out of bed at the crack of dawn and grab your spade from the shed. They show how our days lengthen as winter recedes and summer approaches, and how they shorten as we head into autumn and the northern hemisphere tilts further away from the sun. Why Skipton? It is a market town in North Yorkshire. It is where I took my driving test back in the sixties. (I lived in nearby Ilkley and Skipton had the nearest test centre.) It is where certain scenes in my novel The Gift were set. I am fond of the place. All of which may be of little consequence to you personally. However, it is also roughly halfway up mainland Britain, which is a more sensible reason for choosing it than mere sentiment.

The times of sunrise and sunset will vary from Skipton as you head north or south. At Wick, on the north coast of Scotland, I understand that there is enough light to play a round of golf at midnight on the longest day, by which time the folk of Eastbourne, in Sussex by the sea, will have long repaired to the bar or retired with their mug of Ovaltine. Conversely, on the shortest day of the year, 21 December, there are only 6 hours 20 minutes of daylight in Wick and the folk of Eastbourne (well wrapped up) will still be partying on the beach for another hour and a half. This variation in latitude between north and south is why the British Isles, sitting on the shoulder of the globe, are capable of growing sub-arctic plants in Caithness and Sutherland, and Mediterranean flowers in Cornwall and the Isles of Scilly. I rather like that . . .
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January brings the snow;

Makes your feet and fingers glow.

 

FLANDERS AND SWAN, A Song of the Weather, 1963
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Gardeners always think that this year will be better than last. Farmers always know it will be worse. And that, in a nutshell, is the difference between gardeners and farmers – gardeners are the eternal optimists. We see January as a chance to make a fresh start. The snowdrops are pushing up and winter has agreed to think about calling it a day (though it would be foolhardy to imagine that spring will arrive with February.) At least in January the gardener can move rather faster than nature – faster even than the weeds, which, come April,  will seem to be on steroids and the feeble gardener is struggling to keep up. (Not that I spend much time weeding in my garden; I plant things too closely to allow room for interlopers. It seems to me to be preferable to great swathes of grey earth that lie in wait to offer hospitality to weed seeds . . .)

Weather

January is a capricious month: it may be ‘unseasonably mild’, as the forecasters call it, with higher temperatures than average and heavy rainfall that leads to devastating floods. Strong winds may bring down trees. Temperatures may suddenly plummet and the landscape will be locked in winter’s icy grip, with snowfall that isolates upland villages for days on end (it used to be weeks, your grandfather will tell you). In short, in January the weather could do anything, and in spite of the fact that news programmes will shriek about gales and storms, January has seen it all before. The days are short, the nights are long, but at least the garden is pretty much asleep and there is time to catch up, to plan, to dream, to redesign . . .

Day length (Skipton)



	


	1 January


	31 January





	Dawn


	07.43


	07.17





	Sunrise


	08.24


	07.56





	Sunset


	15.58


	16.46





	Dusk


	16.39


	17.25





	Daylight hours


	7 hours 28 minutes


	8 hours 48 minutes








Feast days for gardeners

1 January

New Year’s Day – raise a glass to a new season!

 

5 January

Burns Night (For gardeners? Well, someone has to grow the neeps and tatties . . .)

 

5 January (if you want to be strict) or 6 January (Epiphany)

Twelfth Night – the end of Christmas festivities by which time all Christmas decorations should have come down.

 

First Monday after Epiphany: 6 January

Plough Monday – the traditional start of the agricultural year when ploughmen returned to the fields.

 

Last weekend of the month

Big Garden Birdwatch – organised by the Royal Society for the Protection of Birds.

 

Tree of the month

Silver birch (Betula pendula)

Our native silver birch is also rather delightfully known as the lady of the woods, no doubt on account of its feminine elegance. It makes a light-canopied tree, which means it is a good choice for smaller gardens and where space is limited. In the Ukraine, the month of March is known as Berezen – the time of the birches – for that is when the buds begin to burst, but the tree itself is so valued for its bark in winter that I include it in January. Plant the native form in copses and woodland, but for the garden choose 
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February is a vile little month. You’re broke, fat, cold and bored.

 

KIT HESKETH-HARVEY, writing in Country Life
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The flowers that bloom in the spring,

Tra la,

Bring promise of merry sunshine.

 

W.S. GILBERT, The Mikado, 1885
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April the angel of the months, the young

Love of the year.

 

VITA SACKVILLE-WEST, The Garden, 1946
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As full of spirit as the month of May,

And gorgeous as the Sunne at Midsummer.
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It ceas’d; yet still the sails made on

A pleasant noise till noon,

A noise like of a hidden brook

In the leafy month of June,

That to the sleeping woods all night

Singeth a quiet tune.

 

SAMUEL TAYLOR COLERIDGE,

The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, 1798
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The English winter – ending in July,

To recommence in August.

 

LORD BYRON, Don Juan, 1819–24
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August rain: the best of summer gone, and the

new fall not yet born. The odd uneven time.

 

SYLVIA PLATH, The Unabridged Journals of Sylvia Plath, 1982
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O sweet September, thy first breezes bring

The dry leaf’s rustle and the squirrel’s laughter,

The cool fresh air whence health and vigor spring

And promise of exceeding joy hereafter.

 

GEORGE ARNOLD, September 1871
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Nature now spreads around, in dreary hue,

A pall to cover all that summer knew;

Yet, in the poet’s solitary way,

Some pleasing objects for his praise delay;

 

JOHN CLARE, The Shepherd’s Calendar (October), 1827
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The great thing about the garden in November

is that no one expects anything of it.

 

CHRISTOPHER LLOYD in conversation with Alan Titchmarsh
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The colour of springtime is in the flowers;

The colour of winter is in the imagination.

 

TERRI GUILLEMETS
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My thanks, as always, to my editor Rowena Webb, whose idea it was for me to write this almanac and who has continued to offer boundless encouragement. Also to my literary agent Luigi Bonomi who, when I am halfway through a book and wondering if it was at all wise to begin, will convince me that it was.

I have confessed that I am a dipper as well as a reader, and there are several books that have been useful for dipping into during the writing of this volume. Some have been used to check the facts of which I felt reasonably sure but, at the same time, I needed to make certain. Others have offered information that I could not hope to retain.

The most frequently consulted is a book of which I am enormously fond, because of its scholarship and the research that went into its compilation: Geoffrey Grigson’s The Englishman’s Flora. I would take it to a desert island, especially in the first edition, which I treasure. It is a book of considerable size; it feels good, the paper is of wonderful quality, and it has what publishers call a pleasing ‘heft’. It, alone, is responsible for furnishing me with the local common names of wild flowers. No one who loves our native flora should be without it and, if a first edition is beyond your means, settle for a paperback. Mine fell apart with over-use before I lashed out on the original.

Birds Britannica by Mark Cocker and Richard Mabey, the Larousse Field Guide to the Birds of Britain and Ireland by John Gooders, and Flora Britannica by Richard Mabey have also been great helpmates.

Others I have consulted are noted within the pages of this almanac and it will become apparent that my taste in books is both catholic and comprehensive. I admit to having amassed, over the last fifty years, a library that runs to around six thousand volumes. I mean, how many books does one man need? Some are valued friends, others are interesting acquaintances. Like everyone, I press a button and have access to the internet, but it remains a spiritual and tactile pleasure to open the covers of a book and feel its cover and pages within my fingers, and then to lose myself and be seduced by its contents.

The line drawings and jacket illustrations are my own, and it will come as no surprise to discover that I have only one ‘O’ level (that’s one GCSE to those under the age of fifty) in art. It seemed a shame not to make use of it. My art teacher at school, David Wildman, would no doubt smile indulgently and pick up my brush to offer a few well-placed strokes that would transform them into something rather more accomplished. They exist here without his improvements, but possessed of what I hope is perceived as a certain rustic charm.
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