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‘Christopher Lloyd ranks with Gertrude Jekyll and Vita Sackville-West as one of the major figures in twentieth-century British gardening’

The Times

‘He was the best informed, liveliest and most innovative gardening writer of our times’

Guardian

‘A brilliant gardener and a brilliant writer’

Monty Don

‘As essential to every gardener as a sharp pair of secateurs or a good spade’

Carol Klein

‘This is the man at his best: frank, provoking, erudite and, of course, very funny’

Observer

‘He was the most interesting plantsman I have ever known’

Alan Titchmarsh

‘Lloyd writes as if he were talking, volubly and well. He is funny, encouraging, informative’

Sunday Times

‘Until the last few years of his life, Christo could often be found in his kitchen, once he had taken an early-morning walk round the garden to find inspiration for an article, and then typed it in his deceptively conversational style on his laptop. Seasons were observed, as they would have been in his mother’s day. Christo, we miss you. Your distinctive voice which still echoes through my head whenever I open any of your books. The flame from the log fires may have died down, but the sparks you ignited in us will spread far and wide, long down the ages’

Beth Chatto
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I first visited Christopher Lloyd’s garden at Great Dixter as a young student in 1986. I was twenty years old, inexperienced but full of enthusiasm, fresh from an engaging year in Brighton Parks Department and now in the middle of doing a horticultural degree. Great Dixter and Christopher Lloyd were little known to me. My previous gardening experience had been in another world, and even though I had visited great gardens before, nothing I had seen or read about prepared me for this encounter. Long grass brushed our ankles as our group of horticultural students walked down the uneven York stone path to the crooked porch slumped on its elbows in the middle of the rambling medieval manor house.

Christopher met us on the patchy formal lawn bordering the old timber framed building. He was slightly stooped, with hands cupped behind his back, his clothes worn and threadbare, his tweed jacket darned and patched; he had holes in his shoes. He looked unconventional and awkward, yet there was an easy elegance about him. His two dachshunds, Dahlia and Tulipa, snuffled around us disapprovingly, out for blood given the chance.

Wrapped around the house in a series of compartments, divided and subdivided by buildings, walls and hedges, the garden was a brazen kaleidoscope of colours, joyous, eclectic and a curious intermingling of the formal with the informal. The effect was not just appealing but totally captivating. Christo (as he was known to his friends) gardened within a Lutyens masterpiece, added to and strengthened by his parents, Nathaniel and Daisy Lloyd. Settled in a rhythm by years of constant management, comfortable in old age, gnarled and dripping in lichen, the magnificent architectural setting contained a glorious jumble of plants. We were led round on a journey from plant to plant. Each one was carefully considered. Christo’s sharpness in observation was patent, as he pointed out details our eyes would otherwise drift over. Notebook in hand I followed, mesmerised and trying to understand.

Clearly this was a garden that bucked the trends. A place gardened by a man given to somewhat revolutionary gestures, yet it had warmth and domestic intimacy (after all, it was Christo’s home). Here was a garden that was relaxed in its own identity, where adventurous and inquisitive gardening ruled, and also where plants and people were loved for their own sake. With the barriers of good taste cast aside, Great Dixter had become a place of pilgrimage for everyone who appreciated originality and creativity.

Christo was curious. He had a capacity to focus and concentrate, coupled with an extraordinary talent for communicating. He tirelessly fixed our attention on one plant and then another – the tour took two hours, but could easily have stretched to four. I was intrigued by him and his garden. The visit left its mark and unbeknown to me a gardening seed was sown – a seed that is now a fully flourishing plant.

As I look back to that moment it is clear that Christo inspired me at an important stage of my life. This of course didn’t happen over just one meeting. Out of curiosity, on my return to college I decided to read his books. His prose was lively, amusing, opinionated and full of personality, often taking his garden at home as a starting point for literary deliberation. Christo wrote in an accessible and relaxed manner. I was engaged and before long entranced. He shaped my thoughts and doubtless the thoughts of many others like me.

We kept in touch and in time became close friends, eventually working together: I was his head gardener from 1992 until his death in 2006. Throughout the years he has remained the inspirational force in my gardening life. Christo was an individualist who recognised that the basis for good gardening must always be a love of plants and when he found this love in others it formed the basis for easy communication. Throughout his life his gardening was a continuous programme of aesthetic appraisal, considering and reconsidering, refining and reworking, and constantly changing the picture. Christo chose plants for boldness but he was also sensitive and sympathetic to the carefully contrived informality of Dixter. He considered the wider landscape and was curious about human nature. He was also very aware that his exciting style of gardening was intensive and that this could be a limitation – but for him it was the only way to garden. Under him Great Dixter fired on all cylinders, revelling in a no holds barred style, uniting a love of bright colour, imagination, and plantsmanship.

Christo gardened with energy right into his old age. He challenged fashion, flouted conventions and poked fun at correctness. He delighted in experiment and had many successes but equally the road was littered with failures. His experiences were chronicled in his innumerable articles and books. His sound advice was always based on experience: he was a practical gardener first and foremost. His words were driven by actions and his actions fuelled by curiosity. Just as he created one of the most experimental and constantly changing gardens of our time, so he was the best informed, liveliest, and most innovative of gardening writers. He wrote as he gardened, adventurous to the end, with a deep knowledge of plants and practical skills, his thoughts forever conveyed in that distinguished, easy style. His legacy lives on his books: his written word continues to be inspiration to all of us who aspire to garden with something approaching his own imagination, curiosity, and freedom.
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In gardening you can never say, ‘By now I know all I need to,’ and I hope you’ll never feel, ‘I’m too old to learn new tricks.’ For myself, I’m constantly amazed first that gardening technology should still be in as exciting a state of flux as ever in the past (I have belonged almost since its inception to an organization for professionals called the International Plant Propagators’ Society, and its annual conferences are enormously stimulating and lively); second, that my own opinions and values are in constant need of revision. Never was there a more foolish saying than that it is a woman’s privilege to change her mind.

This book discusses some of my preoccupations and prejudices and it presents some sort of a viewpoint. Readers will often disagree with my value judgements but I hope not resentfully. To be roused into an argumentative frame of mind is in itself no bad thing.

Michael Dover, my editor, who has not only read my manuscript but seems to have extracted its essence better than I could analyse it myself, suggests that I should ‘explore my laissez-faire approach’ to my subject in this preface, before plunging the reader headlong into practicalities. I think by ‘laissez-faire’ he’s not suggesting indifference on my part. Obviously I care intensely but perhaps I have developed a capacity for not worrying when worry will only take the pleasure out of gardening. We must have some sort of a conscience about the welfare of our gardens but beyond that worry is inclined to lead you into a hopeless frame of mind where you feel that you’re never going to cope.

That should seldom be necessary. Of course it can happen that your garden has become too big for you and that your health does not enable you to get on top of a situation. In that case a change in your life style must be faced. But you shouldn’t anticipate trouble. As long as you are happy in the present it is better not to look ahead. The future, once we reach middle age, always seems daunting and it’ll never take the course you expect it to anyway. Live for here and now, then, if here and now seem good.

Let all your planning ahead be for your plants; a year ahead for annuals, two years ahead for the biennials, an indefinite number of years ahead for the trees. Never take the ‘I shan’t see it’ attitude. By exercising a little vision you will come to realize that the tree, which has a possible future, perhaps a great one, may be more important than yourself, nearing your end. So it’s worth thinking more about the tree and giving it a good start in life in the right position than about yourself, except in so far as it is a great delight to see the tree responding and developing under your sympathetic treatment.

Time as a personal factor tends to be greatly exaggerated. It is right to want to fit as much as we can that is worth doing into our lives, but so often the reasons for not growing plants that entail a bit of trouble are unworthy. We refuse to grow these plants not because of other more important commitments but because of other ways in which we’re not going to derive value from our time at all. There should be less written about time- and labour-saving ground cover and more about precious plants and how to make them happy.

What else did Michael suggest? Oh yes, not worrying about plant deaths. Well, I don’t but many do, taking them, like as not, as a personal insult; and if a label marked ‘you are to blame’ has to be attached somewhere, it’ll probably be on the nurseryman for having sold you a plant that died, even though it was years later.

The best gardening is experimental as well as ephemeral, and both conditions suggest that there’ll be deaths somewhere along the line, planned as well as unplanned, or sometimes with a sort of partnership between yourself and nature, the ‘merciful release’ where you’ve proffered a helping hand. My friend John Treasure, who lives in a cold Midlands frost valley, lost a vast specimen of Rosa filipes ‘Kiftsgate’ in the last severe winter. It covered such a huge area that replanting the site was like making a new garden. That was in April. A quick decision, his, I mused. ‘Was it really dead do you think?’ I asked him in July, when he was telling me how other roses had come back. ‘Well … perhaps not.’ I know so well how he felt, and I bet he enjoyed that replanning and planting.

There are some plants that give you intense pleasure throughout your life – at the simplest level, stocks and annual carnations are two such for me; others for which you reach a climax of enthusiasm followed by a slow, relentless decline – Garrya elliptica, for me. Take stock, now and again; don’t just drift on giving up large areas to plants you’re no longer really fond of at all. Deaths can be imposed as well as waited for. You can’t always rely on Dame Nature to look your way at the right moment.

Actually it’s a great thing to have visitors, whether friends or total strangers, but in either case people who really look at plants and gardens in the same way as you do, to talk to about your garden (and theirs and everyone else’s that either of you happen to think of at that moment) as you move slowly, ruminatively, from plant to plant and border to border, looking, thinking, stirring the pot in which ideas and plans were lying dormant. Keen gardeners can be quite starved of the right sort of company. I’m fortunate in that way because many visitors who are appreciative in a constructive way do love visiting Dixter.

‘Pruning and planting at the “wrong” times’, Michael cited. Well, yes. The wrong time may be the only opportunity and a preferable alternative to not doing something at all. Or it may not be the wrong time, contrary to accepted practice as quoted in gardening literature, if you act cannily. It’s all very well to accept received advice and opinions gratefully and at face value, when you’re starting, but we graduate. A leavening of scepticism and independence of thought is healthy. You’ll make mistakes but you’ll perhaps learn not to mind making them. That’s a great release from all sorts of inhibitions.

Another way in which you can, I believe, extend your gardening horizon is by not applying every situation, every plant you see, to yourself and your present circumstances. Envy and egocentricity are unnecessary limitations. If you cannot enjoy a plant seen in another garden because it wouldn’t grow for you or would be too large for your garden or is unobtainable in commerce, that’s paltry. There are far more good plants around than we can ever hope to grow ourselves, but we can still enjoy seeing them. Sometimes they’ll have a relevance to ourselves, sometimes not. Never mind which it is; embrace them all if they deserve it.

Gardening is endlessly fascinating and diverse. Those of us who are irretrievably committed are immensely lucky. I am an enthusiast and I do believe that, numerous as the world’s band of gardeners is, there should be more of us. Not just routine but mad keen gardeners. Many lack the opportunity but with others it’s only a matter of finding the right person to start them off; someone prepared to communicate and share. This book is an attempt at sharing.
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