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A gritty woman’s tale of people, places and plants
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To my family, past, present and future, with all my love.




Introduction

I hope you’re going to enjoy this book. Despite the skill of my editor in honing down the excessive word count, it has ended up becoming longer than intended and yet there is still so much more to say. This is partly due to my having already lived a long life but more to do with the fact that I always want to tell everybody about everything.

One story reminds me of another and I often feel compelled to share them. There is almost certainly a word for this condition, and it is probably well recognised. Well, at least it means you are getting more for your money!

A wonderful woman who became a true friend, Erica Hunningher, edited my first book, Plant Personalities. She was brilliant and an excellent guide in what was for me uncharted territory. She was also very gracious; when I handed over a list of twenty-seven chapter titles when nine was the limit, she politely named me ‘the mistress of digression’.

But the world is interesting; the people, plants and places within it are so fascinating, and frankly my life has digressed. I have never had a life plan – in fact until a few years ago I hadn’t appreciated that people do. Fortunately for me – and for you, come to that – my life has zigzagged rather than run in a straight line. That is not to say there have not been recognisable themes throughout it: family and friends, work and education in one form or another, and of course plants. These strands have woven themselves together to form the fabric of my life. It has been a bit tatty round the edges sometimes, a little threadbare in places, but enduring and, most importantly for me and those I love, it continues to weave. I do love living.

Over the next far too many pages I hope you can share in my experiences, get to know some of the people I have been lucky enough to know. I hope I can take you to some of the places I have visited, from playing ‘murps’, or marbles, in the backstreets of Manchester to wading up to my waist in a vast South Korean lake full of prehistoric water lilies.

There are many wanderings back and forth in these pages (yet another headache for my editors), but its order is fairly chronological. I presume that the great majority of all those who read this have bought or borrowed it because you are interested in plants and gardening and you know that I share this passion. Plants have been an intrinsic part of my life ever since I can remember – from when I was a toddler pouring soil onto the lino on the kitchen floor to create a garden, to planting nasturtium seeds with my mum, through to making our own garden at Glebe Cottage, running a nursery and exhibiting at flower shows, including recently making another garden at the RHS Hampton Court Flower Show in the capacity of ‘RHS Iconic Horticultural Hero’ (their designation).

In 2018 the Royal Horticultural Society honoured me by bestowing on me their highest accolade, the Victoria Medal of Honour. Established in 1897, it is awarded to British horticulturists who are considered worthy of recognition for their work, and the rules state that at any given time only sixty-three people can hold the award, this number corresponding to the length of Queen Victoria’s reign.

It is worth noting that in 1897 when it was first awarded en bloc, only two of the sixty-three recipients were women! As in all other areas apart from as wives and mothers, women have had to fight for acknowledgement of their talents and achievements in horticulture. It is ironic when there are more women who garden than men. When humankind stopped roaming, depending on hunting and gathering, and started to cultivate, it was women who sowed, planted, nurtured.

I have always loved plants and nature and was lucky enough to be encouraged in this interest by people close to me, my mum and one of my teachers in particular. Although I am a city girl, born and bred in Manchester, I have always felt close to nature, curious to learn more about it but much more than that – under its spell, full of wonder for it, almost over-awed by it yet always feeling part of it.

Although I have never thought of an account of my life as a social history archive, there are elements of this book that are just that, albeit on a very prosaic level. Some of you will identify with its timeline, having lived a parallel existence; you will remember white boots and black eyeliner, and recognise the time before tights, when nylons were held up with suspenders. Hopefully there will be plenty of young readers too, already developing an interest in gardening, for whom this book has insights into the latter half of the twentieth century, when your parents, and in some cases your grandparents, were young.

There is lots here about gardening and styles of gardening, about changes I have seen and lived through and occasionally influenced to a slight degree, and as such the book also includes extracts from some of the many articles I have published over the years. I have done my best to contribute to the debate surrounding topics such as organic gardening, gardening with nature, gardening for wildlife and climate change. My opinions on such topics are not academic but based on my experience and my practice.

I am immensely lucky that, due to my television work and my published writing, my voice has been heard, albeit quietly! (I mean that metaphorically; everyone knows my voice is not quiet. My mum once told me I had a penetrating voice, to which I rudely replied that it was hereditary.)

For the last forty years my life has been mainly concerned with my family and with plants. My family might feel the emphasis has been on plants; on the other hand, since I ran a nursery for thirty years, plants, or at least their sale, provided our livelihood. Would that it had been more lucrative, but it has given us a living, food and shelter and much happiness. People who can declare that they always enjoy their work, that they are doing something for which they have a true passion, are in the minority. I am lucky to be one of them. I love growing plants and gardening, I love exhibiting at shows and putting plants together, even if it is for just a week or so, and I adore presenting.

Because I feel passionately about what I do and get excited about it, I want to pass on that passion. When I’m on the box, it isn’t a question of do as I do and accept it just because I said so. When I am passing on information about what I have learned through my experience and what works, and most importantly why and how it works, it is a privilege to feel I’m enabling people to share and to learn through their own experience, to do it themselves.

Gardening is a wonderful combination of art, science and craft. Different people’s priorities vary. Where there are questions (I hope this isn’t sounding like Margaret Thatcher), there is often more than one solution, providing we respect and follow nature’s laws.

I have witnessed and been part of enormous changes in gardening. By gardening, I mean the gardening that the great majority of people practise. There is no doubt that money dictates tastes and trends in gardening. For some with money it is an expression of that wealth, and they may well not be involved with the nitty gritty of it, preferring to delegate to designers and gardeners. This relationship has barely changed over centuries, though there may be more people in that position than there were a few centuries ago and their money is more likely to have been made with IT and hedge funds than the slave trade.

For many others, gardening has taken on a different significance in the twenty-first century. People’s gardens or allotments or even the containers on their balconies have become as much a part of their reality as their homes. For these people, gardening has become a delight rather than a chore. Where else in modern life do you get the opportunity to create, to express yourself and simultaneously to be at one with nature, nurturing plants and being part of the true cycle of life? I consider myself privileged to be part of this ever-expanding group and to have the opportunity to enlarge it further.





CHAPTER ONE

I owe my successful entry into the world primarily to my mum’s effort and determination but also to two plants. I was born at midday on 24 June 1945, between VE Day and VJ Day. I was due on 31 May. Even in those days I was late. There were no drugs around to induce birth at that time, so when my mum was taken into St Mary’s Maternity Hospital, Oxford Road, Manchester, she was given castor oil and Guinness to help her to give birth, produced respectively from Ricinus communis and barley. It helped. I was a big baby.

I’ve never grown barley myself, except accidentally from spilled bird food, but have often cultivated the castor-oil plant. For me producing plants from seed is never dull or mundane, but to grow something exotic that in a few short months will excel on a grand scale, grabbing the limelight wherever it is used, is something to get especially excited about. Ricinus communis, the castor-oil plant, is just such a showstopper and gratifyingly easy to start from seed. Seed is not expensive; sometimes it is even free. For years here at Glebe Cottage we successfully germinated some of its beautifully marked though deadly poisonous seeds, collected by me and my youngest daughter from a particularly dark-leaved plant on a piece of waste ground in Greece. (I collected the seed, she sat on a wall pretending she wasn’t with me.)

If you think taking a Greek holiday is an expensive way to come by seeds, buy some. Go for cultivars or selections such as ‘Carmencita’ or ‘New Zealand Purple’. Sow the big, striated beans from March onwards into modules or cell trays. They should germinate within a fortnight and make chunky little plants to pot on a month later. Their big, crimson hand-shaped leaves are an outstanding feature of the late summer border.

A packet of seed will give you enough plants to play around with. Used liberally their crimson palmate leaves instantly create a sultry atmosphere. We use them in hot schemes with oranges, reds and bronze but they are equally effective providing dark accents in my daughter Alice’s garden with sanguisorbas, meadowsweets, geraniums and roses. Sometimes later in the season plants are embellished with strange red prickly flowers, but despite global warming, so far, the weather is never hot enough here to change those flowers into seed.

Despite the Guinness and castor oil, my mum’s labour was not easy, but at midday on Midsummer’s Day, I was born. I can’t remember much about it, but I know I was there. The moon was full on the next day. It was in Sagittarius. Everyone likes to romanticise their birth.

Although I don’t know for sure, as we never discussed it, I presume we went back to Holly Avenue, which was where my dad’s family lived. My dad, though, wasn’t there: even though the war was over, he hadn’t yet been demobbed. On the one hand it must have been a very unsettled, uncertain time, but on the other there must have been a surge of relief and optimism. The war was over at last. Not so, of course, in many other parts of the world. Six weeks later, atomic bombs were dropped on Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Early in August, Japan surrendered and the war was ended officially on 2 September 1945.

When my father was demobbed not long after, one of the first things he did with me after he had returned home and seen me for the first time was to sit me on the tank of his Rudge Ulster motorbike and take a photograph. I’m not saying he’d wanted a boy, but apparently both he and my grandad called me Bill for the first year or so of my life. My eldest brother, who was called Bill, was eighteen months my junior, but I believe we shared his name for a few months after he was born. I like the name, although might have felt differently about it had he been christened William. He wasn’t – the name was always Bill. My mum wasn’t very well towards the end of that pregnancy, and gave birth to him in a nursing home. After he was born, the registrar came round to register new births and asked my mum what the baby’s name would be.

‘Bill,’ she said.

‘You mean William?’ asked the registrar.

‘No,’ replied my mum, ‘I mean Bill.’

‘But you can’t call him Bill, that’s not a proper name.’

My mum was incensed. Looking round the room, her eyes alighted on a chair. ‘I’ll call him chair if I want to.’ And so Bill it was.

During those last years of the war, after she and my dad had been married, my mum lived with his parents. She worked in the post office in Walkden and it was quite a bicycle ride to get back to her mum’s house in Pendleton, some six miles away, near Salford. It was here, in my dad’s home, that much was passed on. First, cookery skills – my mum became a first-rate cook – and then gardening.

My grandad had an allotment and both that and the small back garden behind 10 Holly Avenue must have been turned over to food production during the war. Though my mum had never before had the opportunity to garden, she was a natural. Hasn’t everyone got green fingers though, given the opportunity? When we would have starved had we not produced our own food, it was imperative to grow it.

Since human beings first settled in one place, coming to rely less and less on hunting (never a reliable source of food) and foraging, we have been growing our own food. Women would always have been at the heart of this process. They were the ones who would have foraged and who knew about plants. If you are feeding and caring for children, going hunting for days would be out of the question; hungry children couldn’t wait on the off chance that their dad might bring down a deer. Even today, 25 per cent of the world’s population rely on subsistence farming, and 70 per cent of the world’s food is produced on family farms.

When my dad came back from the war he bought a house in Tynesbank in Walkden and my mum, my dad and I moved in. He was moving between Germany and France at the end of the war and he and several mates, recognising that in France there was a lot of champagne but nothing to bottle it in, whereas there were lots of empty champagne bottles in Germany, helped the situation by selling the bottles where they were needed. I have no idea whether or not there were other schemes.

The house had a proper garden which I loved, with a bird bath and a bit of a lawn. Apparently though this wasn’t enough for me. I would bring toy buckets full of soil into the kitchen and empty them on the kitchen lino, decorating the piles of soil with leaves or flowers. (I feel as though I should add a footnote here for those of you who don’t know what lino is. It was the most popular flooring, especially for kitchens and bathrooms, made almost entirely from natural materials including linseed oil, pine resin and sawdust.) Before I learned to walk my mum would sometimes put me in my pram and push it outside, but I learned to climb out of it, and she would find me sitting on the grass or crawling around amongst the flowers.

My brother Bill was born in February 1947 so not long between us. It was soon afterwards the family left Walkden for Bispham.

I would have loved to have met my mum’s father. He was called Isaac Parkes, and he died when my mum was only eight. Although his life was short, it was interesting. He was of Scottish heritage, and as I understand he was one of several brothers; his family came to Manchester seeking employment and prosperity. Many men in the north-west worked as coal miners (they had at least stopped sending women and children down the pits by then). But Isaac was determined not to be one of them and immediately after he had married my grandma Sarah Jane, they went to Liverpool, boarded a ship and left for Canada, where he hoped to make their fortune. En route, he was offered a job – in a copper mine in British Columbia. Ironic, except it was at least a copper mine, so no underground tunnels would be involved and, as far as we can work out, the work was on the management side.

He took the job, and during the next few years my grandmother gave birth to two daughters, my aunties Cath and Grace, and conceived another – my mum. It cannot have been an easy life, especially for Sarah Jane. There is a photograph of her sitting beside a local First Nation woman driving a covered wagon.

By this time, the Great War had started in Europe, and so the family moved back home to Lancashire so that Isaac could enlist. As far as we can make out, however, he did not have a strong constitution and he also had flat feet, so was not allowed to join up.

Instead he joined the Red Cross. We are not sure exactly where he was sent, but he was in France for the rest of the war, based at field hospitals, probably working as a stretcher bearer. There are a few postcards, and we have some photos of him at the front. On his return, he got a job with the YMCA, who had been working alongside the Red Cross and the army. His new job involved fairly frequent travel to Europe, especially Turkey. Meanwhile, the family moved to a new house in Folkestone with hollyhocks that reached the bedroom windows.

All members of the Malva family, including hollyhocks, thrive on chalky or alkaline soils. I can see them in the few photos I have of my mum, who looked a bit of a wild child at that age. Some of the photos are taken in the garden, and a few are in the surrounding countryside. Even though they are black and white you can imagine the colours. There is green and corn yellow, but above all you can see the red, red poppies, a latter-day Manet or Monet.

You can feel the sun’s warmth and the pale, chalky soil reflecting it back. These poppies were the same poppies that Isaac must have seen in France, or would have seen had he returned there a few years later.




Poppies

What is so unique about poppies? Long before the poppies of the twentieth-century battlefields, they have fascinated humankind. John Ruskin wrote:


We usually think of the poppy as a coarse flower; but it is the most transparent and delicate of all the blossoms of the field. The rest – nearly all of them – depend on the texture of their surfaces for colour. But the poppy is painted glass; it never glows so brightly as when the sun shines through it. Wherever it is seen – against the light or with the light – always, it is a flame and warms the wind like a blown ruby … Gather a green poppy bud, just when it shows the scarlet line at its side; break it open and unpack the poppy. The whole flower is there complete in size and colour – the stamens full-grown, but all packed so closely that the fine silk of the petals is crushed into millions of shapeless wrinkles. When the flower opens, it seems a deliverance from torture.



But today it is the scene of poppies surging up on the old battlefields that captures our imagination the most:


In Flanders fields the poppies grow

Between the crosses, row on row,

That mark our place: and in the sky

The larks, still bravely singing, fly

Scarce heard amid the guns below.

We are the Dead. Short days ago

We lived, felt dawn, saw sunset glow,

Loved and were loved, and now we lie

In Flanders fields.

John McCrae



* * *

There are some plants that, whilst we may grow and adore them in our gardens, have huge significance in our lives whether we know it or not. Such a plant is the poppy. It has come to signify life and death – the annual renaissance of the blood-red flowers of the corn poppy, Papaver rhoeas, in fields and road verges is one of the most exciting sights of early summer, yet those same flowers have come to signify remembrance, painting red the Flanders fields where so many fell, each time the land is ploughed. Though poppies must be amongst the most ephemeral of blooms, they imprint their image on our minds more strongly than almost any other flower. From Flanders fields turned blood red with the massed blooms of Papaver rhoeas to the equally red and even more demonstrative flowers of Papaver orientale ‘Goliath Group’ on their four-foot stems – poppies get noticed.

There are numerous species of poppy, but one of them, Papaver somniferum, is almost wholly responsible for the fact that none of us need suffer undue pain. The opium poppy is the source of morphine and many other painkillers as well as, on its downside, heroin.

It was Papaver somniferum that the British introduced to China from Afghanistan, and through this introduction came to control important aspects of Chinese power and trade and eventually succeeded in extracting the secrets of growing tea, thence introduced to their ‘protectorate’ India.

At the Chelsea Flower Show each year, there will be opium poppies galore on many of the stands in the floral marquee and, if they’ve opened in time, in many of the gardens too.

They are annuals and crop up in a host of different colours, some with single flowers, many with very striking double flowers. Some are pink and frilly, a sort of floral version of the blouses Barbara Cartland used to wear. Others are single; the simple, single white is the one from which opium is derived and is probably the most beautiful of all. You sometimes see huge fields full of it in Wiltshire, grown as a crop for chemical companies. In common with all poppies, it is a transient flower, the single varieties sometimes lasting for just one day. Equally, like all poppies it is spectacular, a true shooting star.

Sometimes I’m walking down one of the paths at Glebe Cottage only to come across the fallen petals from some voluptuous oriental poppy strewn on the ground. It’s gone. When they are putting on their show, no flower could be more alluring – but it is fleeting. Perhaps in some ways, it is the fact that they are so ephemeral that makes them so attractive.

The wild ancestors of our cultivated oriental poppies are plants of the hot hillsides in Turkey and the Middle East. Papaver bracteatum is tall with huge red papery flowers. Papaver orientale ‘Goliath Group’, which used to be known as ‘Beauty of Livermere’, must be very closely related. They advertise their wares to pollinating insects by waving their great frilled petals. It isn’t nectar that attracts the insects, poppies don’t produce it, but they make copious amounts of pollen – and it’s purple. You’ll often see a fat bumble bee coated in purple pollen leaving a flower where it has just gorged itself. The poppy mason bee obviously appreciates poppies, using the petals of Papaver rhoeas to line the tunnel to its nest.

In its natural habitat, having been pollinated, the plant will die down until the next year. In our beds and borders, oriental poppies can look messy after they’ve flowered. The great English gardener Gertrude Jekyll made several suggestions about how to camouflage their demise, including growing perennial sweet peas behind them so in summer they would flop forwards over the tatty poppies. At Glebe Cottage we shear them back to the ground and within weeks they’ve made fresh clumps of neat leaves. As a bonus there are occasionally a few extra flowers. When you’re planting anything, it’s a good idea to recognise where that plant’s wild antecedents come from and give them the same sort of conditions. These poppies need sun and good drainage.

If you prefer your poppies pale, pretty and pink, perhaps Shirley poppies would be the best choice. It is an annual developed by a vicar, Reverend William Wilks, in the last couple of decades of the nineteenth century. There are lots of mixes from which to choose and as with all annual poppies, direct sowing is best; poppies hate root disturbance. They can be sown either in early spring to flower the same year or in the autumn to flower the next year, or both to create a longer flowering season.

Though it is exciting to see these annual poppies appearing magically, nothing beats seeing the first blooms of Papaver orientale as they break free of their bud cases and spread their petals. There are so many exciting oriental poppies which bloom in early summer, but none are more glamorous and showy than Papaver orientale ‘Patty’s Plum’. She has to be the true femme fatale of the group. Her darkness and mystery are further dramatised when surrounded by the jagged icy foliage of artichokes or cardoons or the silver lace of artemisias. Some complain about the way in which the colour fades from her deliciously damsony petals and becomes tinged with brown, just before they fall. Who cares how disgracefully she dies when she lives so exuberantly?

The petals of all their flowers may share the same tissue paper quality, yet the plants themselves range from venerable perennials to flash-in-the-pan annuals, from tiny, ground-hugging alpines like Papaver miyeabanum to the tall spires of Papaver spicatum, dressed in fat buds and covered in silvery fur, or the even more statuesque stems of Macleaya cordata, the plume poppy. The emerging leaves of Macleaya, in their colour, form and the way in which they emerge from the soil in pairs, clasped together, closely resemble bloodroot, Sanguinaria canadensis, a woodland wonder from eastern North America. It is a one-off, the only sanguinaria within the family Papaveraceae. The whole plant, including the thick, spreading rootstock which bleeds red sap when damaged, is succulent and fleshy. Each emerging flower bud is wrapped tightly in one scalloped leaf which unfurls as the flower stem pushes up its fragile flower. The simple, pure white flowers are fleeting, almost ghostly in their transparency, seldom lasting more than a day or two – a mere nuance of a flower.

Less graceful but much longer-lasting, the double form, Sanguinaria canadensis f. multiplex, is more often cultivated and probably more garden-worthy. Its chunky, globose flowers are laden generously with pristine petals, in telling contrast to the puckered grey of its protecting leaf. Once seen, never forgotten. This is an ooh-aah, can’t live without it, absolutely must-have plant. Its preference is for leafy, acid soil but even when conditions seem perfect it sometimes disappears, much to its owner’s chagrin. But addicts never give up. There are gardeners who have tried as many as seven or eight times to establish this temperamental beauty despite increasingly large holes in their bank balances as well as their shady borders.

In the main, poppies are sun-lovers but there are several amongst the meconopsis arm of the family that are more at home in the dappled shade beneath deciduous trees. Our own Welsh poppy, Meconopsis cambrica, frequents stretches of woodland, throwing seeds around and colonising ground between bluebells and wood anemones. Usually yellow-flowered, occasionally they are orange and rarely red, and although the wilding is single with papery petals and a boss of quivering golden anthers, there are double-flowered cultivars too, more showy but lacking the grace of the simple single.

Blue flowers are always a draw but none have such magnetism as those whose colour reminds us of the sea and the sky. The blue Himalayan poppy, Meconopsis betonicifolia, is another ooh-aah plant. Looking into an individual flower is a revelation. Each deep cerulean blue, slightly crumpled petal is elegantly poised. As the flower opens fully the petals are stretched smooth like wet silk drying on a hot day. At the centre of their shallow cups, a boss of fine stamens, their anthers dusted in gold, surround the central stigma which thrusts itself forward intent on pollination.

The elegant foliage, the stems and the drooping, dimpled buds are all covered in a fine bronze fuzz designed to catch every drop of dew on the high eastern slopes of its homeland. Meconopsis do best where the climate is closest to their natural environment, cool and moist. High humidity and rich soil are what they need. M. betonicifolia is short-lived, often monocarpic, whereas M. grandis is a perennial but loath to set seed.

There are poppies for every taste. No one had better taste than the artist-gardener who gave his name to Papaver orientale ‘Cedric Morris’. Its opulent, dusty pink flowers with slightly ruffled petals each with a huge bluish-black splodge at its base are worth camping out to see in their first emerging glory. Plant breeders are busy creating varieties with stronger stems, unusual petal shapes and distinctive colours. Each year there are new ones for us to inspect or try. ‘John III’ is a good example, with upright flowers of a clear translucent red held erect on 60cm/2ft stems. ‘Aglaja’, despite its commendable habit – only 60cm/2ft tall and strong stemmed – is completely over the top with large, luscious, wavy-edged flowers in soft coral pink. The artist, the pope and the belly dancer have all won the Royal Horticultural Society (RHS) Award of Garden Merit.

Poppies are very persistent. Poppy seed can live for hundreds of years. Germination often follows the ground being disturbed. Papaver rhoeas, the corn poppy, is a nice illustration, a new generation germinating each year as the land was ploughed and the grain scattered. P. somniferum, the opium poppy, is a crop itself in some parts of the world. In our gardens it is appreciated for its ornamental value. At a rapid (some would say alarming) pace its stout stems shoot up, wrapped with wavy-edged glaucous leaves and lateral shoots all terminating in plump, dimpled buds. At this stage there are waves of excitement to see what colour and form the flowers will have when the buds finally burst. Even when there is only one poppy in the garden, its progeny can be completely different from one another and from their mother. There are reds, pinks and purples, black and white. Some are single and elegant, some as fussy and frilly as a Barbara Cartland blouse. They are all followed by round pepper-pot seed pods, immensely decorative in their own right.

Sometimes we sow poppies deliberately if we are hankering after a particular colour to wash through a border. Seed firms often sell selected varieties, though inevitably there are plenty of rogues! I love this riotous invasion whether it is planned or spontaneous. In fact, we would always welcome poppies of all descriptions into every part of our garden.




CHAPTER TWO

Who knows how many post-war trips my granddad Isaac made. There were several documented in photos showing him picnicking with ladies in Istanbul. Clearly he was good at his job, as he was promoted and once again the family upped sticks, this time moving to Uxbridge. By now, my mum Jeannie had a baby brother Maurice. It seemed all was set fair for a comfortable middle-class existence but just a few years later tragedy struck, and Isaac died after a short illness. Sarah Jane and her four children moved north again.

They had no money, and presumably the little house in Kersal Avenue where they lived, and where my grandma continued to live until her death, was afforded from some sort of pension. Although extended family rallied round, times were hard. My grandma knitted and sold what she made, but this was her only saleable skill and there was no way she could go out to work, being as she was solely responsible for four young children.

Grandma Jane was a Christian Scientist, so when anyone was ill they had to rely on God for their recovery. My mum later told me the tale of her mother’s advice on an occasion when the household all had flu or a very bad cold at the same time. From the top of the stairs, Jeannie called her mum: ‘Mama, I’m hot!’ ‘Well,’ replied her exasperated mum, ‘blow on yourself then.’

All three sisters and eventually their little brother too did well at school. My mum always had a great thirst for knowledge and secretly read book after book by candlelight in bed. She always blamed her poor eyesight on this practice.

In the front room of Kersal Avenue, some of the spoils of Isaac’s trips had been retained. There were Turkish carpets six or seven deep, very difficult to walk on but then despite its being a small house with five people living in it, it had become a sanctuary and the children seldom went into the room.

* * *

My other grandparents, my father’s parents, lived in a small semi-detached Edwardian house in Holly Avenue, just five minutes’ walk from where my parents would later settle. The road took its name from two variegated holly trees that stood outside a much grander detached house further down the road. When I was a child, I found them fascinating, exotic and socially superior to the familiar plants of my grandad’s garden. His front garden was small with a round flower bed edged in rope-twist tiles. In the front porch were a bucket and a shovel often involved in a fierce competition for free manure when the milkman’s horse deposited its droppings on the avenue. The roses did alright, though the dung must have been quite fierce.

I would often go to visit my grandparents in Holly Avenue, and would cut across from Blantyre Avenue via the backings opposite one side of the National Insurance building. The reason I went that way was because on the other side was Mrs Moreton’s garden. It was her back garden, but because hers was the first house in the road, people could see right into the garden from the backings. There was a low fence, but even I could see over the top of it. Mrs Moreton was a keen gardener and grew all sorts of interesting plants. Occasionally she would be out there gardening as I walked past and we got to talking. Later on I would actually go into her garden and she would show me different plants. On one particular day, the most magnificent rose was in full bloom just at my eye level and facing me as though it wanted me to appreciate its beauty. Mrs Moreton introduced us and told me all about her.

It was a Peace rose, which has become very successful in our gardens. She told me that it used to be known as the Rosa ‘Madame A. Meilland’, developed by a French horticulturist name Francis Meilland in the years before the Second World War. In 1939, before France was invaded by Germany, he is said to have sent some cuttings to the United States to protect the new cultivar, and there it was successfully propagated by the Conard Pyle Company. I loved the creamy, light yellow flowers, which were warmed pink at their edges.

She must have been quite ‘up with the times’ to have had such a well-established specimen growing so well in her garden by then – there were no garden centres at that time so she must have bought it bare root by post.

I remember my grandad unpacking mysterious parcels with strange roots in the winter, some wrapped in hessian, some in newspaper. This was really the only way to come by new plants apart from the time-honoured method of swapping or donating plants to friends, family and neighbours or growing them from seeds or cuttings.

There were flower shows, but until the advent of the plastic pot and the garden centre access to new plants was limited. Far more gardeners would grow their own new plants from seed, a practice that is becoming much more prevalent again and one that I would wholeheartedly endorse. My grandma took me to Southport Flower Show several times. What a treat, even more exciting than going shopping in Manchester. It was a real day out: she had made sandwiches, of course, and there was cake, but the real thrill was to see all these exciting plants I had never seen before in any of the back gardens of Walkden, my favourite of which were the towering delphiniums.

Every detail of the house at Holly Avenue remains vivid: the oval stained-glass window in the front door, the panels that separated the hall from the staircase, the cold white-tiled bathroom where, on the few occasions we stayed overnight, we had to clean our teeth with salt. This bathroom was a fairly recent installation but I still made use of the outside toilet, especially in March and April, because alongside it were planted two of the most lovely and most fragrant of early flowering plants, Daphne mezereum and auriculas.

These days, when I smell a snowdrop, I am instantly transported back to one of our most memorable family rituals in that house. There we are, my brothers, cousins and me, pressed close to our grandma in the glass lean-to through from her little kitchen. She breaks the sealing wax and unties the string on a small brown paper parcel which has arrived from Cornwall, from one of her sisters. Inside is a cardboard box and as she lifts the lid the twin perfumes of damp moss and honeyed snowdrop flowers assail the nostrils of the company clustered round her knee. There are the pristine white flowers, single snowdrops, their stems wrapped in lush moss, soft and brilliant green. Before we looked and marvelled our noses took in the honeyed perfume mingled with the smell of the ancient earth. Have you noticed how people always close their eyes when they are smelling something?

And who doesn’t love a snowdrop? ‘A snowdrop is a snowdrop is a snowdrop,’ some would say. As I know now, to the increasing number of galanthophiles this is heresy. There are more than 150 snowdrops listed and new varieties are being discovered all the time. Each is an individual.

The first and the best is Galanthus nivalis. Its simplicity and perfection of form are unsurpassed. There are bigger snowdrops. There are snowdrops with quirky markings or unusual forms, but none can outdo G. nivalis. At first, one or two shoots peer outwards, inspecting the wintry scene, like animals emerging gingerly from hibernation, sniffing the air. Each shoot lengthens gradually. The ‘eye’ of the stem eventually expands until the twin leaves that have held and protected the nascent bud agree it is time to part company and allow it to emerge. As the flower swells and the stem lengthens, the papery sheath opens and the big white drop is free to dangle and expand at the end of the hair-fine pedicel that joins it to its stem. No matter how fierce the weather, the flowers survive unscathed. The overhanging petals and their green-tipped underskirts bob and dance through gale and tempest, effortlessly protecting the inner workings. It is truly a feat of botanical engineering. Once the flower is pollinated, the ovary to which the pedicel is joined swells, and the flower stem lengthens. This is the only stage in the snowdrop’s career when it looks messy, but such untidiness is short-lived and essentially fruitful. The weight of the ovary brings it down to ground level where its casing eventually bursts or rots, exposing the seeds. When they germinate and make new bulbs, they do so far enough away from the parent plant to enable independent existence.

Snowdrops are seldom seen as isolated specimens. We always talk about them ‘carpeting’ a woodland floor, and the gradual whitening of a piece of dank earth that their emergence produces is magical. Even now, the sight of snowdrop shoots pushing through the sleeping earth is, for me, all it takes to banish dejection.

But the snowdrop ritual could only have gone on for a few years – my grandma died when I was eight. It was my first experience of death. She had had an attack of angina in the newsagent’s shop at the bottom of Church Road where we lived. She was taken back to Holly Avenue, but died that same day. When I was told the news, I hid behind the couch and could not be persuaded to come out. I loved her and she loved me. I was her only granddaughter and she made a fuss of me – not with toys or sweets or holidays, as these were the years immediately after the end of the Second World War, but instead, and so much more meaningfully, she used her skill and enterprise to make me clothes. She was a brilliant seamstress and she knitted too. I can still remember the subdued but rapid clunk and click of knitting needles, sometimes a solo, sometimes a duet with my mum and occasionally as part of a trio with my grandad, who also knitted. No television, but the warmth from the oven in the wall beside the coal fire whose flickering flames lit up the knitters’ faces. There was a side light too but no one needed it to knit.

There is a photo of my grandma and me standing and smiling together on the short path outside our front door at 12 Church Road, she in a dark coat and hat, best shoes and handbag, me in the long dress she had made me to accompany the Rose Queen on a float for the Whit Walks.

Although the photo is in black and white I can remember the dress exactly, white with tiny red dots and a slender red velvet ribbon to both tie up the matching dolly bag and tie round my unruly hair which she had made a brave attempt to curl. I was thrilled about the whole affair, being made an attendant, even though I may have been the most lowly one, and having such attention lavished on me by my grandma. Most of all I remember her kind smile – that was the most precious thing about knowing her.

* * *

My mum and dad were married on the last day of May 1943 (her bouquet was delphiniums), and for the rest of the war my mum lived with my dad’s parents.

When he returned from the war, he took up his old job in the civil service. At first that must have been in Manchester but later, when my brother Bill was still a baby, he was moved to Bispham just along the coast from Blackpool. My mum related the story of her, me and Bill walking along the sea front, Bill in his pram just a few months old, when I took off and ran straight across the beach and into the sea. It was the first time I had seen it; I still love the sea. She must have been in a quandary, but by the time she put the brake on the pram and ran after me I had started to come back to her, laughing loudly and soaking wet.

With my mum, my baby brother Bill and me in tow, we moved to Newcastle upon Tyne. Our new home, in Harnham Gardens, was a brand-new prefab with a small bare patch of land. There was a coal shed too and apparently my friend Diana and I used to try eating the coal. Although electricity was installed it was not connected. My father achieved local hero status by shimmying up a telegraph pole and connecting the street to the mains supply. Gradually a garden started to emerge, though my mum can’t have had much time for it. I attended school there for just a few weeks. My youngest brother Pip was born on 9 June 1949 and shortly afterwards my family moved back to Manchester.

Filming at Belsay Castle once, years later, there was a spare hour before my train back from Newcastle and I asked my assistant producer who was taking me to the station if we could just see if Harnham Gardens still existed. The prefabs were still there, and we found Diana’s grandma still living in the same house. The gardens were a treat, unrecognisable from the mud patches we initially inherited. They had been tended and loved all those years. Though houses can be done up and changed, it is their gardens that make the place what it is: a dump or a des res.

Back in Manchester, my dad was installed in the National Insurance building where eventually I was to meet my first coltsfoot, and where I was to stand on the brick wall at its entrance singing a duet with Fergy Bailey – ‘Some Enchanted Evening’. The same wall that injured me when I was practising hurdling, missed my step and cut open the back of my head. The bricks were shiny and had sharp edges. My mum went pale and almost passed out when I reached home. Needless to say I was fine.

A member of the daisy family that flowers earlier in the year was to be found in the vicinity of ‘the croft’, which was the name we gave to a square of waste ground complete with bomb shelter (in its midst) and a wide street, Blantyre Avenue, to one side, an ideal venue for a game of football since there were the fenced-off grounds of the National Insurance building to the other side. This particular flower, though, was in forbidden territory, beyond the fence of the National Insurance compound, though that didn’t stop me from welcoming it when at long last it made its first appearance in February.

Until quite recently I was good at climbing fences; I have never been good at sitting on them though! One of the regrets about getting older is that I am not so agile when it comes to scaling walls and climbing fences. Once I had discovered the coltsfoot, especially with the added frisson of its appearing on forbidden territory, I awaited its arrival with bated breath. Peering through the chain link fence to try to detect the first glint of brilliant yellow on a sunny day, I would feel disappointment and frustration at its no-show. But when one day there was a flash of yellow then it was over the fence to engage with the plant, to feast my eyes on those sun-like daisies and to feel the strange furry stems. Its common name of coltsfoot is supposed to be a reference to the similarity of its emerging leaves to the foot of a young horse, but it flowers long before the leaves push through, presumably an evolutionary policy to ensure its flowers can make full use of light and warmth without having to compete with its leaves, which eventually become huge.

Come to think of it, I must have had to wait for the weekend when work had closed down to visit the plant – it was February and it would have been too dark at the end of the day when everyone had gone home.

Coltsfoot has a wide distribution throughout Europe, Asia and even North Africa and is common now in Canada and the United States, probably introduced by European settlers who valued it for its medicinal properties. Its Latin name, Tussilago farfara, is derived from tussis, a cough, and its flowers were used and maybe still are to make a tea to treat coughs. Ironically its leaves, which come after the flowers, were used as a tobacco substitute.

Richard Mabey, in his botanical and cultural compendium Flora Britannica (1996), includes oral testimony by an informant with a sweet tooth who resorted to eating Coltsfoot Rock, because this could be obtained from a chemist as a remedy for coughs rather than a confection, and so it was not rationed in wartime.

Sweet supplies were very limited when we were little. They were rationed through and for some time after the Second World War. I can remember being in charge of the ration book. The only sweets available most weeks were sherbet in a conical paper bag (later I was to buy my five Park Drive cigarettes in the same kind of bag) and a liquorice stick we called ‘Spanish’ which was liquorice root. A bit limited but perhaps our teeth stood a better chance.

I am not sure how we were related but later on, when we were living at 87a Manchester Road, two aunties would visit sometimes on a Sunday afternoon. They were called Aunty Bertha (same as my grandma) and Aunty Florence. Bertha was small and busy, a canny little woman. She had a sweetshop in Boothstown close to Ellenbrook where my grandad’s family came from; perhaps they were cousins. Aunty Florence was tall with sloping shoulders and glasses and always very quiet and benign. Sometimes Henry would come with them. I am not sure how he fitted in; perhaps he was Bertha’s son, and perhaps she was widowed, as both aunties always wore black and they wore hats that they kept on indoors. Henry seldom spoke, but he smiled a lot. I think he had a disability. He had a shiny red face as if it had been scrubbed that reminded me of a rosy apple. Just before they left, Aunty Bertha would distribute three bags of sweets, one each, for which we would say thank you and give her a peck on the cheek. We would kiss Florence too, as they left.

Our sweet consumption always followed the same pattern: Pip would usually get through his by bedtime on Sunday night, Bill would stagger his consumption so that even when it got to the following Sunday he would have a couple of pear drops left, and I would be somewhere in the middle. It was the same scenario too when we turned up at the big shed with the pot-bellied stove on Grandad’s yard on Saturday morning for our weekly pocket money drill. Pip would spend his silver sixpence, I might keep mine for a bit then spend it, and Bill would save his. Bill and Grandad Higham were very much like each other, acquisitive without any of that word’s negative connotations – they would collect anything and everything, just in case.

* * *

When we moved back to Manchester, we lived first at 10 Church Road. There was a back yard and a little front garden with pinks running alongside the path. The soil in the area was thin and black. Later on when my mum visited us in Devon, she was astonished at the difference in rates of growth here compared to her home. On heavy fertile clay, our plants would have literally double the vigour of hers. Nothing to do with gardening skill, everything to do with the soil. The garden at Church Road was very tidy and well kept but there was not much room for expansion and development.

There were only houses on one side of the road; opposite was a big fence made from railway sleepers on their end, and beyond that was a graveyard and a wooded area with a broad pathway which did a sharp left down a short hill, ending up at the schoolyard of the primary school. This was my friend Alex’s and my way to school, and we found ghost moths living on the boards that we loved to study and adopted as pets. We never found it gloomy there, the opposite in fact, stopping to admire fresh flowers that had been brought. We certainly didn’t associate the place with death or dying.

* * *

When I was little, my dad used to take the family out on excursions on Sundays, partly to treat us but also to indulge in his favourite occupation, going as fast as possible in whatever fancy speedmobile he happened to have at that time (there were lots and he constantly changed them). One of the favourites, it was certainly mine, was a tomato-soup red Austin Atlantic convertible, a car built secondarily for export to the USA but primarily for speed. Whenever there was open road, we would all shout ‘Faster, faster, faster!’ and scream when we took off going over a particular hump-back bridge.

My mum and I, though we enjoyed the excitement just as much as the male contingent, had another agenda.

A favourite destination for these trips – reachable from Manchester – was North Wales, and as we hurtled along country roads the scenery changed until we were immersed in steep banks under the canopy of trees. In April the branches were bare but the ground beneath them was already bustling with spring’s cinderellas. ‘Please can we stop, Dad, we need to spend a penny.’ Out we’d tumble, crashing up the slope through old hazel coppice until we were out of sight and then collapsing in fits of giggles and squeals of delight into cushions of violets and carpets of primroses. We forgot all about having a wee, and once we stopped giggling, the quiet magic of the place took us under its spell.

When we visited North Wales, we saw our relatives in Colwyn Bay. Brian, who was a second cousin twice removed, had an enormous collection of birds’ eggs. I was horrified that they had all been stolen from nests and could all have become new birds. I was fascinated though to see them up close, to marvel at their pure colours or the perfect dappled camouflage of oystercatcher eggs.

Decades later, when filming Wild About the Garden, I came across an oystercatcher’s nest – not so much a nest as a scrape in the ground in a shingly, pebbly hollow on a Norfolk beach. The two eggs were so well camouflaged, speckled and mottled cream and brown, I almost trod on them, but one of the parents came quickly on the scene and warned me. Many ground-nesting birds adopt this subterfuge, leaving their eggs and distracting intruders away from them, but if this doesn’t work and they feel their eggs are imperilled, they will return and sit on them. Birds who live by the seaside are different from those of other habitats, especially fascinating because they are not part of the everyday for those who don’t live by the sea. You have to go to their wild and wonderful domain to meet up with them.

The year after my dad died, my husband Neil and I took my mum up to Morecambe Bay in April, to watch the wading birds. This has to be one of the most spectacular sights ever; it’s estimated that a quarter of a million waders pass through here every year
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