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The Secret of Success

Another year gone, then. Mmm. Growing older is not something that any of us wants to admit to. Gaining experience is one thing – gaining wrinkles, aches and pains is another. Mind you, I was quite heartened this week when my 23-year-old daughter said that some of the freshers at her university told her she looked quite young for her age. She wasn’t heartened at all. Indignant more like.

While not quite raging against the dying in Dylan Thomas mode, I do want to fend off those advancing years. I pretend to myself that I am just the same person who started gardening 50 years ago, and that I feel the same feelings (and a few more besides – mainly in my knees).

But I still get a thrill out of rooting a cutting, still enjoy pricking out, still feel a sense of deep satisfaction at a patch of freshly dug soil. Not that I dig a lot, except on the veg patch. And when I do, it is a few seconds before I can straighten up. But then, if I’m honest, it has always been a few seconds before I could straighten up. Digging gives most folk the odd twinge, and not just when they reach middle age. (And that’s another thing: how can you know when you are middle aged until you know how long you are going to last?) I’m on shaky ground here, being unlikely to hang on for much more than a century. And by then, Lord knows what will have fallen off.

But lest this column should get too morbid I’ll look on the bright side. “Gardeners,” said a recent survey, “are happy people.” And, aside from vine weevil and slugs, ground elder and snails, whitefly and grey mould, Japanese knotweed and marestail, I suppose we are.

We do take time to sniff the flowers, we do appreciate every new bloom that opens, and notice the play of the light on a lawn in late afternoon. We hear birds sing, even if we can’t always identify them. We are more likely than most to be offended by eyesores, and more picky than most when it comes to flavour in food. “Why is it,” asked a lady last week, “that Cox’s Orange Pippins don’t taste the way they used to? Is it the sprays?” I confessed that it could be, but had to break it to her gently that it probably had something to do with the age of her palate.

But enough of the perils of age – what are the bonuses? Learning to pace yourself for a start, which always reminds me of that rather saucy story of the two bulls in a field. “Let’s jump over the fence, gallop across that field and have one of those cows,” suggested the young bull. The old bull shook his head. “No,” he said. “Let’s open the gate, walk across the field, and have all of them.”

I like to think that now I have the wisdom of age (if not the stamina), I can plan my beds and borders carefully, take ages preparing the soil, resist impulse buys at the garden centre, and be on top of my garden in a way that years ago I could only have dreamed of. Alas, it’s not true. I still buy things at the garden centre I’m not sure where I will plant, still put things in the wrong place, and don’t always dig in quite as much muck as I should.

But I’m getting better. I have to think that I am improving – maturing like a fine wine, rather than like a cheese and just going off or getting up people’s noses. And let’s face it, while there is still room for improvement I must still be young.

The secret of staying that way is to offer yourself new gardening challenges. Grow a few tricky alpines, make a new bed or border, or redesign the whole garden. Buy a new shed and rig it out with a fine set of tools and a work bench. Buy a greenhouse if you’ve never had one, and put in it a heated propagator where you can raise seeds of plants you’ve never grown before.

And, you know, the funny thing is that even writing these words makes me feel optimistic and even a tad excited. Childish, isn’t it? Ah, and there you have it: the ability to remain childish – or childlike – whatever your age, is the secret of success as far as gardening is concerned, and probably accounts for the innate happiness spotted by that survey.

This new year will be better than the last one, the weather will be kinder, you’ll master the knack of growing a plant that has always been tricky before, and your garden will look better than ever.

We have to believe that. It’s what keeps us going. What keeps us fresh. What keeps us youthful. And as everyone knows, old gardeners never die, they just throw in the trowel. But not yet awhile. And, anyway, it’s time I traded in the Volvo for something racier. I know you can’t get many plants in the back of a Porsche, but I’m willing to try.
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