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… comment nous nous enracinons, jour par jour,
dans un ‘coin du monde’

… how we take root, day after day, in a ‘corner of the world’

Gaston Bachelard


A Note on Names

The naming of plants is an open-ended business. Besides its botanical Latin name, of which there may also be an obsolete version, a single plant might have a common English name or two, or several, not to mention vernacular names in other languages. Then there are the abbreviated names – ‘montana’, ‘moyesii’ – by which individual gardeners might know favourite plants, and the names personalised by association with people or places in a gardener’s life: ‘Burton’s Blue’, ‘Milton’s Geranium’, ‘Swaledale’. I know people for whom ‘montana’ means Clematis montana; when I say ‘montana’, though, I have Centaurea montana in mind.

If I were writing a gardening book, my plant nomenclature would be standardised in some way. But this is a different kind of book, a memoir: it speaks my own language, which is far from standard. Like most people, I learned and still learn the names of plants in many different ways: accidentally, osmotically, serendipitously, sometimes systematically. Because my mother spoke of aquilegias and euphorbias when I was young, I do not know them, though you might, as columbines and spurges. What you may think of as an ipomoea, on the other hand, is a morning glory for me.

When a plant crops up in the following pages, I have used the name by which I know it – sometimes botanical (aquilegia), sometimes common (morning glory). If that plant’s presence is substantial I have also mentioned its chief alternative name (columbine and ipomoea respectively) to aid recognition or identification. Full botanical names (Aquilegia vulgaris), where they appear, are italicised in keeping with convention.

The names of some people have been changed.


Prologue

I always knew that the garden was of the woods. The trees across the lane filled the frame of my bedroom window, and on summer evenings I watched and listened long after I had supposedly gone to bed. I must have cut a distinctive figure, a small child in a pale nightdress, there at the open window like an unquiet soul in a Victorian novel. I loved the flittings of the pink-grey dusk: the belated martins and the wide-awake bats that circled the house with mysterious squeaks, the sound of evening under way. Sometimes an owl trailed its call through the treetops. Once I was spellbound by a nightingale. Teenagers gathered too, from time to time, where the lanes intersected at the wood.

Though decades have passed since I haunted that Sussex wood, I have an inner map of its parts and ways. From the graffitied beech tree to the striated slope of birches where fly agarics mushroomed in autumn to the depression where the temperature dropped and the air always stirred. Reverberations of the ground in certain places at certain times of year. The labyrinthine streams, beyond my usual territory, where I once lost my way and was afraid. The wide, straight, beech-lined path and the overgrown rhododendrons, darkly anomalous amongst the broad-leaved trees. I hated those rhododendrons because they sucked up the wood’s light and gave nothing back, and their flowers were the colour of queasiness. I had no idea then that someone had planted them a century earlier, maybe two, nor that the banks and hollows and ditches and tracks and streams were also the work of men – a defunct ironworking topography that the wood blurred quietly, incrementally, with each year’s growth and fall.

Oak: a mud-coloured layer of scalloped leaves, flat and impacted. You could lift it like a piece of handmade paper to reveal deep-smelling leaf forms in shades of chestnut through mahogany, and on down through formlessness to humus. Beech leaves bed down with a lighter touch in tones of patinated copper. They settle delicately over time, and they almost chime when disturbed with a foot. Their rot is dark and velvety, as irresistible to fingertips as greasy dust on a horse’s neck. Hornbeam leaves are different: they return themselves uneasily to the earth. They are khaki like sloughed snakeskin, and they curl and writhe as the season drains them of chlorophyll, hanging on to the end of winter. Once fallen, they are unsettled by the slightest movement of air.

I was drawn to a clearing where young hornbeams reached for the sparse canopy. At bluebell time, when indigo spread to infinity, you could barely believe that this enchanted place lay just a few hundred yards from home. To my eye, bluebells are their truest colour in light filtered by the first hornbeam leaves; beech light is different. Hornbeam fascinated me even in winter. A hedge of hornbeam bounded one side of our garden, and I loved the contortions of the trunks and branches, their air of suspended animation that was not, I fancied, entirely of the plant world. Their fluted limbs were the colour of Cornish slate, and leathery like slow worms. As a young child, watching the wood after bedtime, I knew without thinking about it that hornbeam was my favourite tree. Hornbeam captured my imagination. It was a tree of this place, and it had to do with home.
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