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    Note from the Author


    

    

    When I was two I started digging up my parents’ back garden with a soup spoon. A year later, when we moved, you could have created a fair-sized swimming pool in the hole I’d manufactured. It was my first, but by no means last, digging marathon.


    In my teens and twenties I travelled round the world, working in a variety of jobs: all glamorous, many fascinating, but none of them stable enough to allow me to put down roots. I watched my parents create garden after garden, and planned to do the same myself, but somehow I was always on the move again after a year or so. My Other Half had always ‘grown his own’, so when we married and he joined my vagabond lifestyle he managed to find room for a couple of tomato plants or some herbs, wherever we lived. Or house plants… we had a lot of house plants.


    We eventually settled back in the UK and I stopped doing glamorous jobs and took up saving the world as a career. It meant working even longer hours and travelling to conferences where earnest people talked about the imminent collapse of just about everything, from the water table to the upper atmosphere. I attended conferences and symposia across the UK, arguing for whichever bit of the planet I was currently responsible for trying to save, and stared out of train windows at other people’s allotments on my journeys home. Whenever I could, I volunteered myself as an allotment helper, all the time longing for one of my own.


    By the time I was thirty I had a small child in tow and a settled job, administering a think-tank researching global problems. We moved to a suburban house with a garden which I planted with the pent-up passion of three decades of horticultural deprivation. OH, already green-fingered, developed his skills as a garden constructor and together we created a green space that rivalled the gardens that were open to the public for charity – in fact, by the end of the decade I was running a tree planting charity and even opened my garden one day a year to raise funds – but there was something missing…


    Gardening had become a competitive activity and an expensive one too, costing us both money and what little time we had free from commuting or family time. The fun had gone; our green space became another room that required constant cleaning and housekeeping, upkeep and maintenance. There were still a few herbs tucked into corners, but they were mainly the decorative kind. I couldn’t bear to sacrifice more than a few inches of soil to the humdrum needs of vegetables. I certainly didn’t have the time or enthusiasm to be working on other people’s allotments any more.


    At forty I had a new career as a stay-at-home writer and my teenage son no longer required much adult supervision. A client asked me to write an article about allotments and for the first time in years I went to an allotment site… and it was as if I’d been given back my soup spoon!


    It took years to get a plot of our own. Sometimes we wondered if it would ever happen, but getting to know the people on our local allotment sites and being invited to work with them on their plots made the wait not just bearable but utterly enjoyable. This book is for them and about them, although names and places have been changed to protect those who shared their crops and their stories so freely. It’s also for OH, who quietly puts up with all my horticultural passions and helps bring my greenest ambitions to life, and for my parents, who gave me the soup spoon…
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    Learning My Plot and My Place


    

    

    For many people, living on a nudist holiday complex in the South of France would be a dream come true, but all the time I lived there, my dreams were about allotments. It was the sunflowers and lavender fields that did it: those sun-following golden sentinels, alternating with vast expanses of fragrant purple billows like a sea of scent made tangible. I was living in a white-painted concrete box, piled up in a jumble of other concrete boxes overlooking an ocean that was so dazzlingly bright on a sunny morning it could sear your eyeballs. Each morning I drove inland to teach yoga to Parisian women who were renting summer villas near Perpignan, and with every mile that I moved from tourist haven to rural isolation, I became more enchanted with the idea of growing my own fruit and vegetables.


    The French gardens, filled with gleaming produce, sleepy cats and sun-bleached hammocks, looked like small squares of heaven. The French gardeners, arms full of courgettes or fennel or sipping pastis as the sun set over their productive land, looked as if they had found answers to questions – both horticultural and philosophical – that I hadn’t even learned to formulate. My concrete box neighbour had an elderly mother who visited him (the only fully clothed inhabitant of our naked village) and cooked soupe au pistou, rich with basil and summer vegetables. She passed bowls over the concrete wall and OH and I agreed that her cooking tasted even better than the haute cuisine we ate with gastronomic French friends. The sunflowers and lavender sealed a desire that had burgeoned as the vines filled and the pumpkins swelled and when I returned to the UK I got onto the waiting list for an allotment. And waited. And waited…


    After a few years, we moved. And joined another waiting list. And waited. And waited…


    On my daily commute across London, or from Sussex to London, I saw allotments: lovely ones with brick paths, full of shining fruit; neglected ones, chin-deep in nettles and brambles, with wistful sheds; utilitarian ones with concrete paths and bunker-like compost bins and serried ranks of regimented vegetables. I yearned. I whined. And finally I got off my backside and did something about it. I became a co-worker. It allowed me to pretend I was an allotment-holder. And after a couple of years, I got an allotment – sort of…


    About eight months later, on a particularly torrid August evening, the plants were drought-stricken and drooping. The problem was at least half mine. I’d planted an immense number of things I would never get around to eating because I hadn’t expected all of them to come up. OH reckoned that when he was a boy, half the seeds he’d planted had failed to come up and half the ones that came up had been eaten by slugs, so we’d sown our crops on that basis. Everything, but everything, had come up: I’d been giving away cucumbers for three weeks, and neighbours were starting to pretend they weren’t home when I knocked on their doors. I was sometimes tempted to post cucumbers through letterboxes, but so far I’d restrained myself.


    It was just too awful to think about throwing away perfectly good fresh vegetables, although I had almost begun to cry when I’d opened the fridge and found that the six lettuces I was holding wouldn’t fit inside because there were eight lettuces there already. And nobody in my house even likes lettuce very much.


    So I’d already learned a harsh lesson about gluts and my inability to be ruthless with green stuff, and I was about to learn a harsher one about my place in the allotment pecking order…


    I was waiting to use the tap attached to the water tank, from which hosepipes could be run. Although the water butt on the plot had been empty for nearly a week, it gave off a rank, rotting smell out of all proportion to the tiny amount of weed and algae that it contained. I’d found it was better to stay away from that corner of the plot as the odour could make your eyes swim. On this site, with more than 300 allotments and many time-poor allotment-holders trying to use the water tanks at the same time, water butts were not so much a valuable item as an absolute necessity, and water butts – or the lack of – were going to continue to play a big role in my life for the next few years. For now though, as a relatively new plot-manager, on a clay soil over chalk subsoil allotment, all I knew about water was that if the allotment didn’t get it, the plants died and if the allotment got too much, it flooded. The only other thing I knew was that the allotment committee, who’d given me this plot to manage, would be expecting me to keep those plants alive, and I couldn’t afford to fail. I’d read the allotment regulations and I knew I had a lot of rules to keep. Not least the rule about dogs being under control, which meant I’d left Rebus, the allotment terrier, at home because it he thought that hosepipes were a form of amusement for hot dogs and I didn’t think his hysterical barking as he tried to bite the jet of water would be considered a valuable addition to allotment life.


    An allotment-holder from about four or five plots away was using the tap for his hose, but he’d been connected for an hour already, so I didn’t think I’d have to wait too much longer. I’d said hello as I passed and asked how his sweet peas were doing, before commenting that my lettuces were prostrate with heat exhaustion and looking forward to a cool drink. He wasn’t exactly chatty, but that was fairly standard for the older male allotment-holder, many of whom viewed newcomers with an ironic disdain that said they’d seen newbies come and go, while they trudged on. Trudging was part of the old-guard style, as was wearing a tank-top girded over an old shirt with a leather belt. The old-guard chaps accessorised their look with a roll-up stuck to their bottom lip, and ensured everything they owned was stained the same dull brown by the Sussex clay which could glue you to the ground on a wet day. They were quietly amused by the silly ideas of the ‘weekend growers’ who took on an allotment in summer and lost interest by winter. I was determined to prove this member of the fraternity wrong. I might be new to this site, but I wasn’t a total newbie, oh no! I knew my way around an allotment and I would win his respect or die trying.


    An hour later I was still waiting to use the tap and I didn’t have a clue what I should do about it.


    The tanks were meant for communal use, so I knew I had every right to go and ask him to disconnect his hose so I could use mine – but I didn’t have the nerve. I’d tried dropping another hint, by walking the hundred yards from my plot to the tank with two watering cans, filling the cans by plunging them in the tank, walking back to my plot and emptying them around the wilting courgettes, but he appeared immune to the idea that my curious behaviour might have anything to do with him. Perhaps, I thought, he believed I was choosing to act like sweated labour – it was possible that, to a man in his seventies, my trudging to and fro with two green plastic cans looked like the latest form of aerobics. I’d seen people do stupider-looking things with balls and hoops and bands in the gym. So I stopped. Instead I went and pinched out the tops of my runner bean plants, which were trying to anchor themselves to nothing but the deep blue sky of a summer’s evening. It was fiddly work, but it at least stopped the growth of the plant, encouraging it instead to produce more beans. When I’d finished, watering man was still watering.


    I took my hosepipe up to the tank and left it there. He couldn’t ignore that.


    He did.


    I spent another twenty minutes weeding – pulling out the endless streamers of bindweed that I knew were going to bedevil me for at least another five years – and then wandered up to the tank, toying casually with my hose connector and rehearsing a chummy comment about wanting to use the standpipe. He was standing with his back to me, soaking the red-veined leaves of four rows of beetroot. What a bloody waste of water, I thought. Doesn’t he know that he needs to water the soil, not the leaves? I coughed. He put his thumb over the end of the hose and squirted the resulting spray around the base of his apple tree. It looked obscenely like the Manneken Pis but without the charm of the little statue in Brussels.


    Losing my nerve I retreated to my plot and filled in some time hunting down the manky strawberries I’d failed to harvest when they were just ripe and which now threatened to spread grey rot to their neighbours.


    Three hours after I first wanted to use the tank, my neighbour coiled up his hose and retreated to his greenhouse. I ran over and shoved my connector onto the tap, to ensure I was the next user – a bit like the apocryphal German and the sun-lounger towel – then I rolled out my hose before turning on the water. You learn that lesson very quickly: a full hosepipe is heavy, so if you turn the water on and then trundle the hose back to your plot, you are at least trebling the effort. And if you leave your hose snaking out, empty, from the tank to your plot, people drive over it and damage it, and other people come along and yell at you for causing a hazard and tripping them up as they stroll home with a trug full of peas or currants.


    I had water! And as I trotted back to my plot, my neighbour passed me, whistling tunelessly. He walked as if he didn’t see me, as if I didn’t exist. It was now almost dark, and as I squinted to see the plants against the twilight, I wondered what I should have done. If I’d had any guts at all, then I would have simply gone up to the hosepipe hog and asked how much longer he expected to be, because other people were waiting. But I knew that if I’d done that, it would have been a declaration of a war that I could never win. He was one of the ‘real’ allotment-holders who’d been on the site since the 1960s, and I was a mimsy newcomer: the kind of ‘Sunday gardener’ that the real allotment people loathed and laughed at. I knew enough to know not to cross the old guard, even if I didn’t know how to handle disputes with them.


    Long before being granted a plot to manage, I’d been co-opted as Allotment Society secretary which gave me an inside view of allotment life and allowed me to observe the old-time committee members laying bets on how long some novice would last – they were never out by more than a month. I wasn’t sure how much of their ability to predict the departure of a new allotment-holder was prescience and how much was their tendency to twist situations to drive novices away. When newbies came into our allotment shop to buy barrowloads of manure, or seeds, or just to seek advice, the old guard would look them over like gamblers betting on a horse race. For the newcomer it must have been like the first day at school, having to learn the rules, jargon and arcane behaviours required to fit in as an outsider. It was something I hadn’t been much good at when I first started my allotment quest, nearly a decade earlier, but I was determined to manage it this time.


    The immediate solution was obvious. I stood in the dark, two hours late for dinner, listening to my mobile phone warbling away in the shed as my family rang to find out if I’d emigrated or suffered some appalling allotment-based accident, and filled the stinking butt with water from the tank. If I had to spend another night irrigating my plot with watering cans, I would at least do it from my own water supply. And I was determined not to let that miserable man defeat me – not a single lettuce would be lost, nor a bean blighted, through his behaviour!


    I got home after ten to a dark house and a snippy note on the kitchen counter pointing out that an allotment was supposed to improve the quality of life, not take over every waking hour. ‘You spend more time up there than you did with your son when he was a baby,’ was OH’s parting shot. It was probably true, but nobody had tried to prevent my access to the baby, and there had been no suggestion that I could lose my infant if he wasn’t in perfect condition whenever some crusty old cultivator came to look at him. As a new mum I’d been confident – as a new allotment-holder I was not. Confidence came over the next few years and, like any mum, I got through the teething problems somehow. One day I looked around and realised that not only did I know what I was doing, I was really enjoying doing it. I didn’t have a tank-top, or a roll-up glued to my lip, but I was considered to be one of the ‘old guard’, and I did, finally, know a lot of the answers. I had found my place on the plot.
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