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      INTRODUCTION
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      My first anthology of Trad’s Diary sucked the pith out of my first 18 years of horticultural musings. The column started in
         1975, when I was asked to remodel the 100-year-old Journal of the Royal Horticultural Society and we renamed it The Garden. I made much of the fact that it was Volume 100 (rather mysteriously, sinceVolume I appeared in 1866).
      

      
      The Garden seemed an auspicious title. The last magazine to bear it was founded by William Robinson. In 1875, exactly a century before,
         Gertrude Jekyll had called on Mr Robinson in his Covent Garden office: a meeting momentous in gardening history. As for Tradescant,
         I borrowed what seemed to be an abandoned name (I could find no claimant) from King James I’s celebrated gardener, the first
         to introduce foreign plants to a newly curious England.
      

      
      History, as we all know, has done nothing but speed up since then. Events, discoveries, fashions – the grist (along with the
         weather) to a diarist’s mill – flash by faster and faster. Memorable changes were documented in my first anthology. Conservation
         and garden history both appeared for the first time as important factors in horticulture. We grew richer, employed more gardeners
         (in the 1970s professional gardeners were a threatened species), bought more plants and more gadgets, conservatories came
         back into vogue, we travelled more to visit gardens and started to use computers. One of their first fruits was The Plant Finder, which hugely expanded our choice of plants.
      

      
      By the 1990s the Internet was becoming a familiar concept. Then 12 years ago the World Wide Web opened a universe of information
         and exchange that has left nothing untouched: certainly not magazines and their contributors. What you need to know is two
         clicks away, and discussion with fellow-addicts in any subject, gardening included, wonderfully available.
      

      
      
      What does a habitual diarist do? He finds more and more to write about, has more matter at his disposal, hears more rebuttals
         from his readers – generally, in other words, has to stir his stumps. The natural move to make, in fact, in the teeth of the
         cybergale, is to go online, which is what Trad did in 2008. Satisfying as it was, month by month, to see one’s jottings coming
         back from the printer handsomely bound, it is even more exciting to launch them on the ether with immediate effect. Better
         still is the luxury of pruning them later to be handsomely reprinted, as this diary now is in Hortus magazine.
      

      
      Recollection in tranquillity allows one to see trends emerging. Political correctness, ever more throttling to free expression,
         makes me glad this is only a gardening diary. While more and more money is poured into gardening it seems to generate few really
         new ideas: grasses and topiary are the icons of the age. The philosophers of horticulture allege there is nothing new to say:
         does it have to be new, though, to be beautiful?
      

      
      The 1990s saw Trad’s own gardening world expand into central France. The stimulating differences between soils, climates,
         traditions and conventions became an important theme. A few years later it was North Wales and the opportunities offered by
         high rainfall and acid soil. Central to it all for 34 years has been my own Essex garden, my daily preoccupation, now beyond
         maturity and demanding decisions.
      

      
      Global warming is the elephant in the garden. We have not had a destructively cold winter in Essex for 27 years. We cheerfully
         plant or leave out things only recently classed as tender, secretly hoping, perhaps, that normality will return and kill them
         off. It would be doubly perverse, though, not to experiment and enjoy growing things our predecessors couldn’t. Carpe diem
         should be the gardener’s motto.
      

      
      Gardening is all about pleasure, and Trad has been extraordinarily lucky to be able to share his pleasures in growing and
         weeding and propagating, in talking to gardeners and visiting gardens worldwide for so many years. Extremely lucky too in
         the tolerance of three editors of The Garden: Elspeth Napier, Susanne Mitchell and Ian Hodgson. For many years I also enjoyed the friendly carping (it is their job) of
         an ideal sub-editor, Jeremy Kirk. Diane Pengelly, who has made editing this volume another pleasure, has been a loyal friend
         over the years. To them all, and to all my readers, I offer a gardener’s blessing: may your ground elder evaporate and roses
         perfume your life.
      

	  Hugh Johnson

   

      
      
      1993
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      KEY OF THE DOOR

      
      Trad reaches years of discretion this month, a curious and not at all unpleasant feeling for a greying gardener. Years of discretion?
         A likely story. Comes of age, anyway.
      

      
      Eighteen years, 216 columns and nearly 200,000 words since Trad began, some sort of milestone seems appropriate. I shall mark
         it by recalling to younger readers how that distant June saw the metamorphosis of the stately old Journal of the RHS (then in its 100th volume) into the bright-plumaged thing you have in your hand.
      

      
      In the process it was felt (the old Journal habitually used the passive voice) that a more personal touch would appeal at least to the more frivolous element among the
         then Fellows. Trad was press-ganged to write a diary-cum-gossip column ... and you know the rest.
      

      
      ‘WhyTradescant?’ was one of the first readers’ questions of the new regime. The answer is simple. I was looking for a pen
         name that was unmistakable, a sort of Atticus or Peterborough, but that spelt gardening – at least to the initiated. There
         was no Tradescant Trust in 1975, few knew the name of the most illustrious of royal gardeners – and nobody still bears it,
         as I was at pains to find out. Very few even knew how to pronounce it (the accent is on the second syllable – a funny place
         to put it, I still think).
      

      
      
      LOST FOR WORDS

      
      Gardens Without Borders was the title of a winter Channel 4 series about some of the loveliest (not necessarily the grandest) gardens of France.
      

      
      
      It was a bright idea: to take a party of keen amateurs from Yorkshire on a guided tour and let them make the inevitable comparisons. The
         itinerary was excellently planned: a circular trajectory starting and ending in Normandy. Some of the gardens (Kerdalo in
         Brittany, for example) are already celebrated; others certainly deserve to be.
      

      
      So what was the snag? It was the usual television problem: the self-conscious appeal to the lowest common denominator that
         emerges as wilful banality. Searching our language for comments on the beauty around them, ‘interesting’ was the fattest plum
         anyone found.
      

      
      It is the long-established custom among English gardeners to wear the ugliest imaginable clothes – especially anoraks in primary
         colours. Going abroad for some reason brings out the worst in everyone’s wardrobe, as a glance round a cross-Channel ferry
         or an airport lounge too painfully testifies. Just by being in these exquisite places, therefore, our party spoiled the beauty
         they had come to see.
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      ELBOW ROOM

      
      I wonder what I’m doing wrong. The magic of wallflowers (apart from their wonderful smell, on the winey side of violets) was
         that they grew on walls. You didn’t – at least I didn’t – plant them there, but an old wall beside where wallflowers grew
         acquired plants that became almost shrubby and lasted for years, hanging on like a dinghy sailor in a squall but giving their
         adopted home that wonderful seal of approval that only self-sown plants can give.
      

      
      Or plants that layer themselves. A bough of a shrub, or better a tree, that has felt so comfortable with its elbow resting
         on the ground that it has taken root always looks like the mark of a mature – even a serene – garden. The oriental plane at
         The National Trust’s Blickling Hall in Norfolk, which now covers perhaps half an acre with its boa-constrictor branches, is
         one of the best examples I know.
      

      
      Now I’m happy to report that the walnut tree by the back drive here has declared itself satisfied by shooting up vigorously
         from where a branch has drooped down to the daffodils. Perhaps the wallflowers will indicate their assent too.
      

      
      
      
      
      [image: image]August[image: image]

      
      THE PLANTSMAN

      
      So great and all-pervading an influence has Chris Brickell been on the RHS since he became Director of Wisley in 1969 that
         it is tempting to call this month, since he retired as Director General on 31 July, the first of the PB (post-Brickell) era.
      

      
      Relatively few of us can remember the AB years, or imagine the Society without his special blend of courtesy, modesty and
         authority. In botanical or taxonomic matters it is wise in any case to defer to Chris. But it is also wise in matters relating
         to human relations, ecology, conservation, travel, publishing – in fact just about anything to do, however peripherally, with
         horticulture. If confirmation were needed, the length and volume of the ovation he received at the pre-Chelsea press lunch,
         with the Prime Minister John Major as guest of honour, was a vivid testimonial.
      

      
      It is absolutely in character for Chris to be embarrassed by the phrases that are doled out as a matter of (very proper) form
         to an important administrator (and much more than that) retiring from office.
      

      
      
      SOURCE OF LIGHT

      
      Truly wise and helpful generalisations about gardening are few. It takes a Russell Page, a Humphry Repton or a Leonardo da
         Vinci to crystallise observations into axioms. The one I have in mind was Leonardo’s ‘The trees that are between you and the
         sun are far more beautiful than those which have you between the sun and themselves’, echoed and put rather more plainly by
         Repton:‘All natural objects look best with the sun behind them; all artificial objects with the sun on them.’
      

      
      Of course they were thinking on the grand scale: of trees and buildings, if not of whole landscapes. What reminded me of the
         principle was the fine spring evenings when the low-angled sun caught and fired up the young growth of plants on a pergola,
         spires in the border – and indeed of trees in new and still-translucent leaf.
      

      
      I would take issue with Repton, though, on the word ‘behind’. The most beautiful effects come not when you are squinting directly
         into the sun through a plant, but when the light is angled at 30 or 40 degrees. Then the profile of the plant, the colour of
         its leaves and the detail of its design are brought into the sharpest relief.
      

      
      What practical use can be made of this observation? Bear it in mind when planting to the south and west of your viewpoint, whether patio or kitchen window (the one over the sink is the most important
         in the house).
      

      
      From the chives and pansies in the foreground to the maple and white foxgloves in the middle and the birch in the background
         (plus of course the vine on the pergola) each leaf and flower is etched on my mind.
      

      
      The reverse view is flat. Although, as Repton says, the house looks okay from there.

      
      
      THE MONTH OF MAY

      
      The moment in May when the hawthorns add their mass of flowers to the already splendid candles on the horse chestnuts is the
         climax of the spring. This year it seemed more so than ever. The weight of white tugged at the hawthorn branches, bowing down
         the trees in cascades that gave a glittering frame to every other object. The all-important white on a painter’s palette can
         be used for eye-catching highlights, or to give the whole picture a sense of life and freshness. May blossom refreshes the
         very soul.
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      ROOTS

      
      It is nearly 30 years since the Garden History Society came into being, and almost impossible to believe now that it began
         life as a tiny clique working in an almost totally neglected corner of scholarship.
      

      
      Archaeology and research in archives, aerial surveys and detective work on the ground are now integral to the treatment and
         planning of any site where a garden has stood for a considerable time. Restoration is almost automatically preferred to re-design.
         Our garden consciousness now has an extra dimension: it is not just this season we see, but a whole history of society and
         taste expressed in horticulture.
      

      
      Authenticity, the faithful following of what research digs up about the past, can occasionally be carried too far. We have
         far more and better plants than, for example, 17th-century gardeners had. Would they, we might ask ourselves, have denied themselves
         the lovely plants of China and Japan had they been available to them? Should we not follow the spirit rather than the letter
         and add better plants we know they would have enjoyed?
      

      
      On the other hand, craftsmanship was available then that nobody can afford today. Even a good garden wall, let alone elaborate
         stonework, is so expensive that we go without – or make do with more or less trite reproductions.
      

      
      The past, it seems to me, should stimulate our imaginations – but not limit them. The first step is to know and understand
         it – and this the Garden History Society above all has equipped us to do.
      

      
      PS: www.gardenhistorysociety.org

      
      
      CLARY

      
      Salvia sclarea var. turkestanica has been given various rude names. ‘Hot housemaid’ is one that comes down the ages, full of evocations of a very different
         era. True, it pongs, but what a wonder its presence is, looming suddenly enormous, self-sown in dusty corners, catching and
         holding the light in its unpindownable pale blend of violet and white and pink and grey, spiky with bracts (these are the
         smelly bits) but solid with its broad rough basal leaves. It volunteers here besides catmint and Rosa ‘Ballerina’ and pale-pink mallows, shoots up under Rosa ‘Albertine’ ... in fact it has an unfailing colour sense.
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      DELVING DEEP

      
      Who has really pondered landscape design for almost the whole of the 20th century and produced a string of masterworks to prove
         it?
       There is more than one answer to this question. Roberto Burle Marx, the Brazilian genius who designed Copacabana beach, whose
         landscapes are massive abstracts in exotic colours and textures, and who was the first person to be exercised about the Amazon
         jungle, is certainly one.
      

      
      But the philosopher-designer I have in mind is Sir Geoffrey Jellicoe, because the first of four volumes of his collected writings
         came out in June from the Garden Art Press. Volume 1 starts with ‘Soundings’, a new introductory essay that dives in at the
         deep end. Jellicoe explores the elusive relationship between creative practical design and the subconscious.
      

      
      In his own design he has drawn on many of the great artists of this century for inspiration. He sees powerful design as springing
         from the subconscious and being controlled by it. Over 70 years he has developed ideas and formed techniques for creating
         landscapes that appeal and satisfy on both the conscious and subconscious levels.
      

      
      I am not good at following the jargon of art criticism, but when Jellicoe expounds the work of Picasso or Paul Nash in terms of landscape design, I am hooked.
      

      
      
      LONG SERVICE

      
      We’re already into late summer and the ‘winter-flowering’ pansies are still at it outside the kitchen window. They were installed
         by Mrs Trad in late November as edging between her new kitchen-herb garden and a much-used curving stone path.
      

      
      Over nine months in flower they have seen innumerable other flowers come and go, but they have yet to find a mismatch for
         their gentle, rather washed-out, slightly stripy/blotchy shade of lilac – or is it lavender?
      

      
      They have been the fetching ribbon to the blue of scillas, the fresh green and purple of chives, the yellow of Welsh poppies,
         the clear pink of Rosa ‘Anemone’, the hot orange of lilies, the flaring white of Spiraea thunbergii (not all of these in the herb bed!), the strong growing-green of grass – and we’re still not tired of them. I’m sure they
         like the shade, because the herb garden faces north-east against a corner of the house. Happily so do the herbs.
      

      
      
      BARK AS THERAPY

      
      If there is one plum unjob in the garden, a reward to keep for moments of well-earned tranquillity after the tedious and sweaty
         bits, it is surely peeling birches.
      

      
      It is a summer job, ideal for early mornings or late evenings in July and August when the tree has grown enough to need to
         shed its snake-like skin. You stand in the birch’s shade and gently, deliberately, unbandage it. A few strips unwind with
         satisfying ease, uncovering a fresh layer of bark as tenderly tinted as a nude. Little snags make it interesting. You prise
         very gently with your fingernail at a recalcitrant corner to start another uncovering; the dusty, lichenous paper crackling
         quietly as it comes away.
      

      
      Any birch will do. Native silver birches are as satisfying as any. But Betula utilis var. jacquemontii has rich creamy layers to explore, B. papyrifera powdery goal-post white, and B. albosinensis blushing flesh tones. One day, somewhere, I will find an American river birch to undress. The river birch wears black.
      

      
      
      DRESS SENSE

      
      Trad ventured on to the evidently touchy subject of clothes in gardens recently, in relation to a certain television series.
         It was a good mailbag-filler, and a surprising number of readers called for more.
      

      
      
      At the risk of sounding like Jeeves to the Berties whose instinct is to pep the place up with a spot of purple (the socks
         in question, you recall, were eventually given to the lift boy) I have an incident to report that illustrates the problem
         nicely.
      

      
      Graham Stuart Thomas had a party of visitors in his garden not long ago that included one orange jumper, one scarlet ditto,
         and a dress in bold zigzag. His garden is exquisite, delicate, the daily delight of the practical master of modern gardening.
         Of course he was too polite to say anything. His visitors had come a long way ....
      

      
      But colour is colour – and can destroy colour. If it is eye-catching it is bound to be a distraction to others. We cannot
         all make ourselves elegant, but we can think about what we put on when we go garden-gazing. It needn’t be mud-coloured either,
         just quiet, and in colours as far removed from fluorescent as we can find.
      

      
      Green is a good start. So is medium grey, blue, white or light-pink in summer. Since we have to share the loveliest gardens
         with so many visitors these days, a modest dress code like this seems to Trad to be merely common courtesy.
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      MOPHEADS

      
      What is it about hydrangeas that makes them such potent creators of a certain garden mood? I mean, of course, the common or
         mophead hydrangeas, hortensias to the Victorians (and the French), which form great dowdy pinkish mounds in seaside gardens
         where the secateurs sanded up years ago.
      

      
      Well tended, well pruned, they are formal things: the proper tub-plants to flank a stately doorway. Caught by a shaft of light
         in sandy woodland they can be a more startling icy-blue than any other flower. Ranged along the bottom of a wall they stamp
         it with seniority as few plants can. What gives them this power?
      

      
      They breathe an air of artificiality that refuses to blend with other plants. Unlike their more graceful cousins the great
         gangling Hydrangea aspera subsp. sargentiana, the soft H. aspera Villosa Group or the floppy arborescens or quercifolia, their destiny is to dominate, like a centrepiece in a salon. They finish the summer and bring in the autumn of spiders’ 
         webs, slow dawns and chilly gusts; their mops turning to parchment skeletons, their powerful presence still intact.
      

      
      Why hortensias? It was one of the prodigious de Jussieus from Lyon, a family that dominated French botany for three 18th-century
         generations, who gave them the name. Hortensia means ‘of gardens’. The genus (as it was) Hortensia was thus by definition the most garden plant: almost unimaginable in the wild.
      

      
      
      BOOK CROP

      
      Perhaps because the dazzling annual choice of new gardening books so cruelly feeds our feelings of inadequacy, I suspect we
         all keep at our elbow some of the original books we turned to for help when we first started to garden with intent.
      

      
      It would be interesting to have a poll of which books are most generally kept within arm’s length. The book that gave me my
         first inklings, much comfort and even the first glimmering of confidence was The Modern Flower Garden by Brigadier C E Lucas Phillips, the sequel to his famous The Small Garden (and more famous Cockleshell Heroes).
      

      
      I don’t know how many other military men have beaten their swords into the potent pair of spade and nib, but soldiering seems
         to be ideal training for recruiting and instructing novice gardeners. Lucas Phillips starts with first-class organisation
         of ideas, then writes with a kindly bluffness that eminently becomes a soldier. He is no waster of words. Here is Euphorbia characias:‘Similar [to E.Wulfenii] but has a maroon eye. Hideous.’ Had I been one of his men I’m sure I would have followed him anywhere – and not only out
         of curiosity.
      

      
      The new books of this season are mounding up in gleaming piles in the bookshops now. Choose, if you can, between Rosemary
         Verey on Garden Plans, Christopher Lloyd’s Flower Garden, Anthony Archer-Wills on TheWater Gardener, David Austin on roses, JaneTaylor on shady gardens and dry gardens, Some Flowers byVita Sackville-West, not seen since 1937, and even Highgrove by Himself.
      

      
      
      JE SOURIS, TU SOURIS

      
      The grey grass of August on a gritty ridge in the centre of France is a miniature rush hour on the Circle line as field mice
         and voles in tens of thousands scurry along their corridors, sometimes on the surface, sometimes in tunnels.
      

      
      The breakfast, lunch and dinner area (for human inhabitants) atTrad’s hideout is in a sunken arbour with vines overhead and
         the ground at sitting eye-level, a herb bed for foreground. As you sit popping cherry tomatoes in your mouth, an agreeable little furry fellow pops
         out of a hole a yard away and fells a basil stalk with a bite. You say ‘tut’ and he leaves it for you to savour with the tomatoes.
      

      
      What beats me is that the buzzards, constantly wheeling overhead making their oddly feeble (but nonetheless haunting) mewing
         cry, never seem to spot the most blatant mouse manoeuvres. There are scores of the serene broad-winged birds of prey, but
         I have never seen one stooping, nor carrying a catch. Their rest-stops are stag-headed oaks and walnuts in the fields where
         they sit looking wise and watchful (but are probably fast asleep). What they clearly need is some tactical instruction, a
         pep talk, or possibly contact lenses.
      

      
      Meanwhile I can only assume that the Crocus tommasinianus and Narcissus pseudonarcissus that I buried so confidently last year have plumped up the tunnellers into tastier morsels than ever.
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      AGONY AUNT

      
      It is a lucky member of the Society who has never had cause to consult its Agony Aunt, Audrey. I’m not sure she will like being
         described in such unscientific terms, because Audrey Brooks, who retires at the end of this month as Senior Scientist at Wisley,
         has always kept the low profile that befits a diligent researcher.
      

      
      On the other hand her sympathetic letters have gone out in their thousands to gardeners worried over sickly specimens, frantic
         over pests or distraught over dendrogenous deaths.
      

      
      They have brought the comfort of scientific certainty, even if the alarming message was that you, too, have honey fungus.
         Or if uncertain, as must happen from time to time, Audrey would often unleash one of her famous little pamphlets (Faulty Root Action is my favourite) which have the great merit of making you take a long close look at the ailing plant and try to figure out
         for yourself what was going on down there.
      

      
      Audrey hails from Kent, graduated from the University of Aberystwyth, and after apprenticeship atWisley with Donald Green
         succeeded him as chief scientist. If this sounds as though the lab is the only part of Wisley she frequents, nothing could
         be further from the truth.
      

      
      As Examinations Officer she has been consulted by hundreds of young people heading for a horticultural career, work she loves and which has made her much loved and respected. She is deeply
         involved with village and church life at Wisley too, as Parish Clerk and Churchwarden: a familiar figure with headscarf and
         trug bringing flowers from the garden to beautify the church. These duties, I understand, she will not relinquish as she retires.
      

      
      
      NONPAREIL

      
      What flower of the autumn ideally combines elegance with endurance? What holds its perfect rings of petals, like dishes of
         light, in random flights 3 feet above showers of leaves as handsome as a vine? The Japanese anemone, of course.
      

      
      It is hard to think of a garden picture that would not gain as it were a ray of light from a covey of these flowers. The first
         encounter with them I remember was in an abandoned flower bed on the Kent Downs where they survived to raise a pale-pink cloud
         above the tangled grasses as the summer drew to an end. I have vivid memories of them in great cooling white drifts under
         the sun-baked wall of a château in Périgord, filing like a row of little lamps across the gloom of a rain-soaked garden in
         Argyll .... Now they manoeuvre like butterflies in a breeze outside my study window.
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