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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





[image: clip0013]

 

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 Betula utilis var. jacquemontii, whose bark is much whiter and a great feature in the winter garden when the branches are bare of leaves. Multi-stemmed specimens give you more bark for your bucks. I wash mine each winter to remove green algae so that they positively glow in the winter sunshine. I ignore the strange looks from passers-by.

Height and spread after 20 years: 8 x 4m.

Music to listen to . . .

Try Hamish McCunn’s majestic Land of the Mountain and the Flood, unless the weather is such at the time of listening that the title seems a little insensitive. It was written as a paean of praise to Scotland in 1887 and inspired by Sir Walter Scott’s The Lay of the Last Minstrel:

 

Land of the heath and shaggy wood,

Land of the mountain and the flood.

 

George Bernard Shaw slated it after its first performance at Crystal Palace, but a recording in the 1960s led to a resurgence in its popularity. For me it simply shrieks of the Highlands, rather after the fashion of Mendelssohn’s Hebrides Overture, which includes the melody known as ‘Fingal’s Cave’ – and Max Bruch’s Scottish Fantasy. All three are good January listening when you are curled up in front of a fire feeling snug and smug.

Vegetables from the garden this month

Jerusalem artichokes, sprouting broccoli, Brussels sprouts, winter cauliflower, celeriac, celery, kale, leeks, parsnips, savoy cabbage, spinach, swedes, turnips.

Vegetables in store

Jerusalem artichokes, beetroot, carrots, onions, parsnips, potatoes, shallots, swedes, turnips.

Something to muse upon . . .

I find The Shepherd’s Calendar by John Clare a constant solace. It is a reminder of a time, 200 years ago, when although the country was in the middle of the Industrial Revolution and many deserted the countryside for work in towns and cities, those who still worked on the land felt the barometer of the seasons rather more keenly than we do today.

Withering and keen the Winter comes,

While Comfort flies to close-shut rooms,

And sees the snow in feathers pass

Winnowing by the window-glass;

Whilst unfelt tempests howl and beat

Above his head in chimney seat.

Now, musing o’er the changing scene,

Farmers behind the tavern-screen

Collect; – with elbow idly press’d

On hob, reclines the corner’s guest,

Reading the news, to mark again

The bankrupt lists, or price of grain;

Or old Moore’s annual prophecies

Of flooded fields and clouded skies;

Whose Almanac’s thumb’d pages swarm

With frost and snow, and many a storm,

And wisdom, gossip’d from the stars,

Of politics and bloody wars.

He shakes his head and still proceeds,

Nor doubts the truth of what he reads:

All wonders are with faith supplied, –

Bible, at once, or weather guide.

Puffing the while on red-tipt pipe;

He dreams o’er troubles nearly ripe;

Yet, not quite lost in profit’s way,

He’ll turn to next year’s harvest-day,

And, Winter’s leisure to regale,

Hope better times, and – sip his ale.

 

JOHN CLARE, The Shepherd’s Calendar (January), 1827

Flower of the month

Snowdrop

No other flower is so eagerly awaited or so heartily welcomed after the bleak days of autumn and the first half of winter. There are single snowdrops (Galanthus nivalis) and double snowdrops (G. nivalis ‘Flore Pleno’), which look like the dresses they used to wear on Come Dancing in the days before they added ‘Strictly’. Layers of tulle . . . But beware; snowdrop addiction is catching. ‘Galanthomania’ they call it – the affliction of enthusiasts who prize any kind of variation in flower form and pattern, and there are literally hundreds of minor differences. If I were you, I’d give in and enjoy it and become a ‘Galanthophile’. I have.

The most expensive single bulb – of the variety ‘Golden Fleece’ – was sold in 2015 for £1390 plus £4 postage. Other varieties are much more reasonably priced – you can buy 100 ordinary snowdrop bulbs for under £20 – but all are best planted ‘in the green’ as growing plants rather than as dry bulbs, which may be completely desiccated. They love best any decent well-drained soil in dappled shade among trees and shrubs, though they will also grow in grass if you allow the leaves to remain for six weeks after flowering. I particularly love ‘Godfrey Owen’, which has a double row of outer tepals (snowdrops don’t have ‘petals’) and varieties like ‘Primrose Warburg’, whose markings are yellow rather than green and consequently an eye-catching variation.

Flowers in the garden

Acacia dealbata (mimosa), Chimonanthus fragrans (wintersweet), Clematis cirrhosa, Corylus (hazel), Crocus tomasinianus, Cyclamen coum, Daphne, Eranthis hyemalis (winter aconite), Erica (winter-flowering heathers), Galanthus (snowdrops), Garrya elliptica, Hamamelis (witch hazel), Helleborus (hellebores), Iris reticulata, Iris unguicularis, Jasminum nudiflorum (winter jasmine), Lonicera fragrantissima (winter-flowering honeysuckle), Mahonia, Prunus x subhirtella ‘Autumnalis’, Pulmonaria (lungwort), Sarcococca (Christmas box), Viburnum bodnantense, Viburnum burkwoodii, Viburnum farreri (V. fragrans), Viburnum tinus..

Herbs from the garden

Bay, rosemary, thyme. And, if you are lucky, chives and sage.

A garden to visit in January

Many gardens offer interest if you know where to look, but dodgy weather means it makes sense to find one with some undercover space at this time of year. Treat yourself to a trip to the Eden Project in Cornwall where, under cover of the spectacular biomes, you can wander in a veritable jungle of exotic plants. The coast is not too far away for a brisk stroll by the sea and spring comes earlier to Cornwall than most places. Further north, January is a fine month to enjoy the layout of Studley Royal in Yorkshire and its sophisticated series of water gardens, which sparkle in the winter sunshine. The end of your walk along the banks of the River Skell will terminate at the ruins of Fountains Abbey. Magical!

Ordering seeds

You know how it is on those dark evenings when you’ve had a pleasant supper, a glass or two of your favourite tipple and there’s nothing on the box? You pick up your mobile or your tablet and you start surfing the net . . . filling a basket. Many a retailer has cause to be grateful for late-night shopping that happens when the store is closed. Clothing and gadgets, furniture and designer handbags can rack up thousands of pounds in a matter of seconds. How much nicer to surf the net and order flower and vegetable seeds. They are less expensive, allow you to dream of a flower- and food-filled summer, and they give you a warm glow when they arrive in a fat envelope in advance of the growing season. They offer a promise of spring to come, and the sooner you order, the less likely you are to be disappointed.

Order your old faithfuls, by all means – it’s comforting to know what you’re getting – but try something new as well, with maybe a small propagator to add a bit of heat and get started earlier. Then there are seed potatoes and onion sets, begonia seed that is, ounce for ounce, more expensive than gold . . . but I’m getting carried away. And so will you, with any luck . . .

Bird of the month

Jackdaw (Corvus monedula)

The jackdaw is a member of the crow family in evidence daily at my bird table here in Hampshire – five or six of them at a time – especially in winter, so it comes as a surprise to discover that they are rare in Central London. The jackdaw is a born scavenger, known for making nests in holes in cliffs, churches and cathedrals and in chimney pots, blocking up the flue. If your chimney smokes when you come to light the first fire of autumn, you may have given home to a jackdaw.

In the sixteenth century, they were positively reviled for their depredations in fields of grain, but you will also read stories about how they were kept as pets. Their distinctive ‘yap’ as they quarrel, and their grey ‘hood’ along with their ‘small malicious serpent-like grey eyes’, as the naturalist W.H. Hudson described them, make them easy to pick out among a flock of rooks and crows. They feed on grain, worms, eggs, small mammals and, alas, nestlings of other birds. Their nests of sticks – clumsily placed – can be huge, and they lay one clutch of four to six eggs, pale blue, spotted with brown, which hatch in April or May. It will take the chicks a month to fledge.

There are around 1½ million pairs in the UK and they are found all over mainland Britain except in the far north-west of Scotland and certain of the Hebridean islands.

Helping nature

There is no doubt in my mind that a garden where nature is kept firmly in check is a garden where sterility reigns. Anyone who has the remotest feel for the natural world wants to create a garden where wildlife is as much at home as we are. Easy to say, eh? More of a challenge when the wildlife in question is a mole throwing up mounds of earth on the lawn, a rabbit gnawing at the bark of a young sapling, or grey squirrels robbing garden birds of food and stripping the bark from young trees. But we battle on in the face of such predations and console ourselves with the song of the robin as we dig alongside him, the chatter of sparrows in the bay tree, and the eve-tide aria of the blackbird from the chimney-tops.

Feeding garden birds is a common occurrence, but more of us should put up nestboxes to encourage them to breed. Those with small holes will suit the tit family; open-fronted boxes are beloved of robins and fly-catchers. Try to site them where they are unlikely to be reached by marauding cats and facing somewhere between north and east so that they are sheltered from prevailing winds and rain that tend to come from the south-west. Clean them out at the end of every nesting season (in autumn) so that birds can use them to roost through the winter. Now is a great time to put them up, since birds are already prospecting to find a decent nursery for their young. You’ll have hours of fun watching them nest building and, later in spring, encouraging their young to fly the nest.

Fruits in store

Late-ripening eating and cooking apples, late-ripening pears, frozen raspberries, and all those soft fruits you popped into the freezer. Jams and marmalade, too.

Fruit of the month

Pear

The pear is the most aggravating of fruits, mainly because it ripens from the inside outwards and does so seemingly overnight when you are not looking. The trick is to store them in a cool, dark, frost-free place after harvesting in autumn and to check them . . . well, daily. Sorry. But when they are ripe . . . oh my goodness!

That said, I’ve never been able to work up much enthusiasm for the slender-contoured ‘Conference’, which is usually too hard and crunchy to be enjoyable (the grittiness you feel on your teeth is caused by tiny stone-like particles called ‘sclereids’), but ‘Doyenne du Comice’ is a princess among fruits, with juice that will dribble from your chin. The very top of the fruit – the neck – will soften first and give you a clue that the fruit is almost ripe. Grow it in preference to any other variety and harvest it in October to eat in November and December and – if you are lucky – the beginning of January.

In the kitchen . . .

Carrots are vegetables that tend to be served simply boiled. Those who demand luxury will drop a lump of butter on to them. As well as buttering them, add chopped basil; it really perks them up and the combination of the two flavours is perfect.

Something to read . . .

We are blessed with countless gardening books that tell us what to do and when, what to grow and how to grow it: books of erudition and experience that set down hard-won information and expertise to save the rest of us from failure. Reference books, we call them, and every gardener will have well-thumbed favourites. But there are also books written by individuals who inspire by the engaging qualities of their prose, who ruminate in a personable way on the experience of growing plants and making gardens. Hugh Johnson is just such a writer. Have a look at his collection entitled Sitting In The Shade. It comprises short essays that are perfect for bedtime reading. Do not be put off by the fact that one Alan Titchmarsh wrote the foreword . . .

Famous gardener of the month

Gertrude Jekyll (1843–1932)

There’s a wonderful painting of Gertrude Jekyll by William Nicholson showing her in profile, sitting in a chair with steepled fingers, a pair of wire-rimmed specs resting on the end of her nose, her grey hair fastened back in a bun. She looks indomitable and rather intimidating, which she undoubtedly was. Jekyll (pronounced to rhyme with treacle) was the high priestess of Colour Schemes for the Flower Garden (the title of one of her many books) and her plant combinations really are worth emulating today. While her garden layouts tend to be formal, the planting within her beds and borders is looser and more lyrical.

She often worked with the architect Edwin Lutyens, designing gardens around his houses, of which many were in Surrey. Jekyll herself lived at Munstead Wood near Godalming. In Hampshire, Rosamund Wallinger at The Manor House, Upton Grey, found Jekyll’s plans for the garden there and has recreated the original design. It is worth a visit in summer. Stern as she looks in Nicholson’s painting, I find myself smiling at the nickname given to her by Lutyens, who was twenty-six years her junior. He called her ‘Aunt Bumps’.

The toolshed

‘Oh to be in the toolshed, now that January’s here.’ There is no finer escape than a shed of your own, with a chair in the corner, a stove if there’s room, hooks for tools, boxes for seeds, a radio on a shelf and . . . you see, that’s the joy of it . . . a toolshed can be your own personal sanctuary, designed to suit your own particular requirements: practical, yes, but also a place to find solace, silence and solitude, or to enjoy the plaintive notes of Classic FM.

Do not assume that your shed needs to be large; the smaller it is, the cosier it will be and the easier to keep warm. If you have electricity you can work there of an evening doing such valuable jobs as putting your seed packets in alphabetical order, opening a bottle of wine or beer, and oiling your tools. A bucket filled with sharp sand and mixed with a can of sump oil can be left by the door to act as a cleaner for your spade and fork, hoe and trowel – push them into it a few times and the effect is like that of a pan-scrub. Then sit down and listen to the music, or the birdsong . . . you really want one now, don’t you?

Wild flower of the month

Old man’s beard (Clematis vitalba)

Look at the way it garlands country hedgerows in winter with its clouds of silky seedheads. Usually an indicator of chalky soil, old man’s beard has white summer flowers that seldom get a second glance among the foliage of the hawthorn and blackthorn, field maple and dog roses that support it, but when the leaves of its supportive hosts fall, it comes into all its feathery glory. Its leaves are the food plant of several moths: the Small Waved Umber and Small Emerald moth among them. Its strong vines have been used to make rope and baskets.

Other local common names: Traveller’s Joy, Father Christmas, Grandfather’s Whiskers, Bellywind, Blind-man’s Buff, Tuzzy-muzzy, Hedge Feathers, Snow in Harvest, Withywine, Bullbine, Boy’s Bacca, Old Man’s Woozard, Smoking Cane, Shepherd’s Delight, Smokewood.

Don’t forget the bark . . .

With few leaves to admire at this time of year, except those of evergreens, and the dry and coppery ones that cling to beech hedges (a phenomenon known as ‘marcescence’), planting trees and shrubs that have bright bark really does brighten up the garden. Look out for the Japanese maple Acer palmatum ‘Bi Ho’, which has brilliantly coloured stems of orange and pink, and the variety ‘Aoyagi’ that has green stems, which are surprisingly attractive. Birch trees (see above) with their white or cream bark sing out on the dullest day, the paperbark maple A. griseum has curls of peeling mahogany on its trunk and branches, and the ornamental cherry Prunus serrula has coppery bark that is even shinier.

If you have no room for a tree, plant dogwoods such as Cornus sanguinea ‘Midwinter Fire’ and ‘Anny’s Winter Orange’, which positively glow. Cut them hard back at the end of February to encourage new growth that will be bright next winter. Honestly, they’ll take your breath away.
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