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FOREWORD

‘And is there a dark side?’ asked the researcher from Parkinson. She was a pleasant girl with a broad Scots accent, and she asked the question at the end of our pre-show chat, almost as a nurse asks, ‘And have we had a bath today?’ Shame to disappoint her. I battled to find one. I mean, if you have a dark side, it gives depth to your personality. I really ought to have one; it would offset those accusations of being ‘relentlessly cheerful’, as though it were some sort of personal failing. Presumably it’s all right to be ‘relentlessly miserable’, but I get weary of folk who make a living out of angst – their own and other people’s. Too many people confuse irritability with intellectuality. Me? I suffer fools reasonably gladly, but then I know how they feel.

My dark side? Well, I’m a bit gloomy now and then, but it’s usually because I haven’t been eating enough roughage, or because it’s been raining for days – nothing that can’t be cured by a couple of Weetabix and a sunny afternoon in the garden. Hardly black depressions. And anyway my mother never had much time for complainers, subscribing to the school of thought which believes that a trouble shared is a trouble dragged out till bedtime. As a result I’ve never had much sympathy with Hamlet; he should have married the girl, had kids and got himself a garden. That way Ophelia’s knowledge of botany could have been put to good use, and Denmark, not Britain, would have been the horticultural centre of the Universe.

But then I’d have been born in the wrong place.


BACKWORD

a conversation with a conscience


It was witty enough, I suppose, and to the point, but it sounds a fraction too flippant and self-assured to be completely... well, honest.

Well, I’m a private sort of person.

But I see you on television every week.

Oh, I know I have cameras in my garden for Gardeners’ World but I refuse to have them in the house or open my doors to Hello! or OK!

Are you trying to keep us in the dark then?

No, it’s not that. After all, I admit to having a wife, Alison, and two daughters, Polly and Camilla, who are now in their early twenties, but I don’t parade them like props and we don’t do the rounds of premières and parties that are the staple fare of the gossip columns.

Why?

Because I reckon that just because you live part of your life on the screen it doesn’t mean that that’s the only place where it exists and that people should know everything about you. They might not want to. And anyway, why would I want the inside of my house plastered over ten double-page spreads? To swank? To show burglars where the silver is? There’s a more practical reason, too: I haven’t got enough glamorous clothes.

So why write about your life if you’re private? Isn’t it better just to write novels and gardening books rather than an autobiography?

Ah, except that this is more a touch of the memoirs – not an autobiography. I’ve asked them not to put that on the title page.

Why?

Well, only worthy people – older people – write autobiographies.

Like pop stars?

Yes. No. Well, quite a lot happens when you’re a pop star.

Most of them are still in their teens.

Yes, but they’ve lived.

And you haven’t?

Well, yes.

So you think you’ve got something to say?

I hope so.

About what?

About growing up in the Fifties and Sixties. About feelings. About how odd it is that someone who thought they were not particularly good at anything has actually managed to find a niche and make a reasonable fist of things.

Sounds a bit smug to me.

You couldn’t be more wrong.

So you’re not smug?

Nope.

What then?

Surprised.

Am I supposed to believe that?

Suit yourself.

Will I learn much that I don’t know?

I think so. Though I’m a bit wary of bitching. You know what the papers are like. They’ll just pick out any sharp bits and quote them out of context so that I’ll sound bitter and twisted.

And you’re not?

Nah. It’s not worth it.

But you do bitch then?

Well, I do relax with my friends and let slip the odd indiscretion.

Any danger of that here?

Occasionally.

So is it worth reading this book then, or am I just going to be bored rigid reading about how you became a gardener?

That rather depends.

On what?

Your reasons for reading it.

Not much of a recommendation, is it?

Well, look. I’ll try and be readable and mildly amusing. It might fill an hour or two, it might make you smile, shed a tear, have a laugh, and at least you might come away thinking, well, he’s not a bad lad, this Titchmarsh.

Is that all you want? A reader who likes you?

No. Not really. Though it’s preferable to the reverse.

What then?

Why does anyone write anything? To share things. To try to understand things. To remember pleasantly, and to entertain.

I suppose that’s fair enough. Go on then.

Thank you.




‘Alan Titchmarsh is a man who has madehis way in life by trowel and error.’


Sir David Frost
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The Outsider

‘My clearest memories of childhood are all outdoors. I am squinting at the sun, or hearing my feet squelch inside my boots, or breathing deeply through my nose and feeling my nostrils fill with ice. Maybe I was destined to lead an outdoor life.’

Samuel Jonas, Rustic Rambles, 1885

My small fingers traced the outline of the round, smooth boulder. It was heavier than I was, and covered in a silky brown coating that made it slippery to the touch. It was in about a foot of water, in the River Wharfe at Ilkley in Yorkshire. Age? About seven or eight. I stood facing upstream, feeling the cold water swirling past my legs; spidery legs that stuck out from a pair of shorts. Thin legs, dusted with golden hairs. The curled toes of my freezing feet hung on to the stony riverbed in the hope that I’d avoid losing my grip and I flicked the thick and ever-present fringe of hair out of my eyes, peering past the glittering reflections on the surface of the water to the amber depths around the boulder.

It was here somewhere. A catfish. A big one – streamlined and sly, whiskered and wary of the approach of a small pair of hands intent on catching it – its tail twitching to keep it in line with the current. I pounced. Too late – a splash of water and that was it. The catfish was gone, perfectly camouflaged in the beer-brown pool, and I’d nothing to show for my trouble but wet, rolled-up sleeves and soggy-bottomed shorts. I picked my way gingerly to the grassy bank and lay down on my stomach among sweet-smelling foxtail and rye. I looked at the jam-jar containing three bullheads – slower, duller and easier to catch. They were gasping for air, and nudging at the Robertson’s Golly to find a way out. I would let them go. In a bit.

Childhood summer holidays seemed always to be like this – lived out in the open – and they must be the reason that I’ve grown up the way I have, a direct result of both nature and nurture, the perfect hybrid. The world indoors has never held any attraction for me, except in the worst of weathers. I rise early – always have – anxious not to miss out on anything. If the sun is shining and I have to stay indoors, I become irritable and eager to escape. A childhood in Wharfedale is to blame. But I’m not complaining.

On the north side of the valley were the woods, carpeted with bluebells and wild garlic in spring; knee deep in rusty oak leaves and black mud in winter. To the south were the moors, looming over the town, purple with heather in late summer, orange with bracken in winter, or else almost black under heavy rain clouds. At the bottom of the dale, the silvery river snaked its way between playing fields and houses, separating the two wilder parts of the town. With no television to watch for the first few years of my life, that was the choice in fair weather, and often in foul: woods, moors or river.

The moors with their unforgettable fruity tang of bracken and heather, bilberry and crowberry, provided the scenery for imagined Westerns where, without a horse but with a rhythm of hoofbeats, I would gallop along paths of silver sand and then shin up massive lumps of millstone grit to survey the scene below. Genteel Ilkley became Arizona, Rocky Valley on Ilkley Moor a cowboy canyon. Occasionally these imaginings would be played out with a friend, but more frequently I travelled solo, or with our dog, a corgi-cairn-and-border-terrier-fluffball called Cindy. She would shoot through the bracken so that only the quivering fronds could offer a clue as to where she was heading, and I would breast my way through the greenery in pursuit, running madly downhill and often falling headlong on top of her in fits of mad laughter.

Middleton woods provided the richest source of birdlife, to be identified in Ladybird books and ticked off on a checklist covered in brown paper and entitled in spidery letters, ‘British Birds – Notes’. Thrushes and lapwings were commonplace; curlews and magpies a rare treat. I even found an injured hawfinch once, a shy bird with foxy plumage and a beak that could crack nuts. It seemed uninterested in my penny toffee bar and unwilling to open its beak. ‘Hawfinches do not like toffee.’ Another lesson learned, and noted down for future reference.

But the river was the heart of my universe. It changed its mood with the seasons – deep and thunderous, the colour of Oxo and seventy feet across when in full spate after winter or spring rains, but drying out in summer to a benign stream that could be traversed without wetting the bottom of your shorts if you pulled them up a bit.

In the pools at its edge you could find minnows, and under and around its rocks crayfish lurked, along with the portly slow-movers we called bullheads, and that elusive catfish. Real fishermen caught brown trout; I had to make do with leaning over the stone parapet of the Old Bridge, watching as these sleek and foot-long beauties nosed their way upstream. I wondered why the fisherman who was several yards away casting his fly on the deep pool downstream did not come up here and place his fly right over their noses.

I made my own rod every summer from a long willow wand cut from the trees that dipped their pendulous branches in the water. To the long bent stem, stripped of its narrow leaves, I would fasten a cotton reel, the thread guided through small screw eyes and a bent pin tied to its end. I never caught anything, in spite of the fact that my worms were fat and juicy. It wasn’t long before I realised why; but fly fishing was something I waited another forty years to try.

Beside the Old Bridge was a little nursery, and as I leaned over the wall I would dream of what it would be like to grow plants there. The perfect existence – a small nursery, a potting shed and a couple of small greenhouses – with the birds and the sound of the river for company. But the nursery had its own permanent warning about the fickle behaviour of the river: behind the rows of lupins and delphiniums, neatly set out in raised beds of deep, dark soil, and the rock plants grown in discarded plastic cups and arranged on makeshift tables, the potting shed door was decorated with painted lines that showed the depth of the flood water in successive years. It did not happen every winter, but when it did I felt sorry for the man who grew the plants, and longed to help him put the place back in order. In summer I’d see him – a burly bloke with fair, curly hair, wearing khaki shorts, white vest and heavy boots – working the soil and watering the plants. In winter he was less in evidence and the iron gate was bolted, more often than not, with a ‘Closed’ sign nailed to a post inside. The nursery is still there. And so is the door with its watermarks. And I still dream.

At school we were told the story of Walter de Romilly who lived further upstream at Barden Tower. He had set out with his dog one morning, hundreds of years ago, and crossed the river at the spot known as ‘The Strid’, just a stride wide, but deep and thunderous between enormous rocks. That fateful morning as Walter leaped the river his dog held back on the lead and the boy disappeared under the water, never to be seen again. His mother, we were told, died of a broken heart.

It was a story that was difficult to believe in summer, when the dawdling river trickled by, but all too easy to understand on those grey, rain-lashed days when the river had no time for play and the rocks were submerged by the raging, man-high torrent.

After half an hour or so of summer’s afternoon fishing, my bullheads would be tipped out of the jar and back into the water, and I’d pull on my black, elasticated pumps, pick up my jam-jar and fishing rod and head for home, still dreaming of the one that got away, and what a brown trout would feel like in your fingers.

The walk home took me past the allotments where my mother’s father grew his vegetables, then past the gasworks where we went every Friday for a sack of coke for the central heating boiler (first in the street to have it, though when your dad’s a plumber it doesn’t really count). Rounding the corner of Nelson Road, past the Ledgard’s bus garage with its shiny blue and chrome coaches, and the tall red brick wall where we played cricket, I’d meet the lads in the street who had been to the pictures. Waste of a Saturday, I reckoned. Who’d want to spend the daylight hours cooped up in the darkened mausoleum of the Essoldo or the Grove Cinema when you could be out catching fish, watching birds or running with a mad dog? And to be up and about when the rest of the world slept, especially on a bright and sunny morning, was the best feeling in the world. But then early morning, as my dad always said, is the best time of the day.

So it’s always struck me as odd that I arrived late.
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The Aged Relatives

‘It is with relatives as it is with wives, one always wishes one had somebody else’s.’

Kay Parker, Sons and Leavers, 1932

I was born at nine o’clock in the evening on Monday, 2 May 1949, to Alan and Bessie Titchmarsh (née Hardisty). I was their first child and I arrived during a heatwave, as my mother regularly reminds me, as though it were an excuse for my later behaviour. It was a tough delivery and my mother ‘nearly burst a blood vessel’, but both of us recovered and now there is not much to show for her exertions, except that the top of my head is pointed rather than flat. It’s something that I’ve continually tried to disguise with my thick brown hair which, in spite of widespread disbelief among my grey-haired contemporaries, I have never dyed. St Winifred’s Maternity Home sat on the very edge of the moor, and the window of my mother’s room looked out across the heather and bracken towards White Wells – the old bathing house on the side of Ilkley Moor.

St Winifred’s is still there. It’s a large, detached stone house of stolid, uncompromising proportions, and it’s no longer a maternity home. Having been part of Ilkley College for a few years, it’s now been turned into flats, but a generation or two of Ilkley children can always boast that the fresh air of Ilkley Moor was the first to fill their lungs. I saw scaffolding encasing it on a visit a year or two ago, and read the advertisement for ‘Luxury Apartments’. I enquired about them – fanciful of maybe owning the room where I was born – but they had all been long since let, in spite of the fact that not one of them was yet completed. My sister told me that the estate agent’s advert in the Ilkley Gazette had boasted that the building was the place where I was born. Maybe they’ll put a blue plaque on it. Maybe not.

Both Mum and Dad were Ilkley natives. My father’s father, Fred, was a journeyman gardener whose family hailed from St Ives in Huntingdonshire. He died before I was born and was always known in conversation as Granda. Dad’s mum was Florrie – Florence Alice Padgett – from a large family of girls in Beverley, the East Riding of Yorkshire.

I grew up with a generous supply of great-aunts on my father’s side: Auntie Edith, the eldest, whom I cannot remember, then Auntie Lizzie and Auntie Ethel who, like Dad’s mum, had a prickly kiss. Auntie Clara was kindly and walked with a stick, Auntie Nellie had rosy cheeks and laughed a lot, Auntie Maggie was married to Uncle Archie who rode a cream motor scooter and Auntie Annie was in the Salvation Army. There were nine sisters in total, I think, all of them small, busy and bird-like. Their only brother, Uncle Will, fought in both the Boer War and and the First World War and then moved to Hull. I never met him.

Dad was the youngest of three children and had a brother, James (Jim) and a sister, Alice. Jim married and had two sons; Auntie Alice remained single, continued to live with my widowed grandmother in a tiny two-up, two-down plus an attic in Dean Street with its cobbled back lane, and saved up threepenny bits for pocket money for her nephews and niece. She worked in service for a lady called Mrs Heap, who always sounded to me as though she must live in a dreadful state of untidiness. From time to time Auntie Alice took to bed with attacks of what were known in the family as ‘idleitis’. This was blamed on the fact that she had once, when young, been involved with the Oxford Group Movement – something to do with ‘moral rearmament’ – and never quite got over it. She seemed to spend the rest of her life waiting for reinforcements.

But she was a kind, if nervy, soul with curly hair and feline features who, in later years, sat by the gas fire until her legs became red and mottled, and whose hands shook rather a lot when she was eating meals or drinking tea. Her social life seemed to be confined to beetle drives, whist drives and the occasional foray into bingo with her chain-smoking friend Phyllis Lupton, but mostly she just sat by the fire in floral crimplene dresses that were a touch too tight for comfort.

Grandma, in her time, had been a ‘nippy’ – a waitress – at the Bluebird Café, all shiny chrome and black vitriolite panels on Ilkley’s smartest street, The Grove. In spite of her small stature – she was barely five feet tall – it was rumoured that she could carry half a dozen plates up each arm, and was a dab hand at ‘silver service’. I was always a little bit frightened of her. Like many small women she had a forcefulness that could take a small child’s breath away. But then I might have been influenced by my mum, whose relationship with Grandma Titchmarsh was always uneasy. My dad said little about it, but then he probably thought a lot.

Mum’s mum, Catherine Naylor, came from Bradford, and her dad, George Herbert Hardisty, from Skipton. Herbert was a ‘ganger’ – a sort of foreman – in the council’s highways department. He smoked a pipe filled with rich-smelling Condor tobacco and was bald with a walrus moustache. He seemed always to be wearing dark trousers, a dark waistcoat with a watch chain, and a white collarless shirt. A flat cap (or black trilby on Sundays) covered the bald head when he was out. By the time I came along he was retired and had time to be a small child’s perfect grandad, kindly, gentle and with a few tricks up his sleeve. While Grandad was short and stocky, Grandma was angular and slender featured with swollen rheumatic knuckles. She was, of our two grandmas, the one who spoiled my sister and me the most.

In the back kitchen of the Hardisty household in Ash Grove – the other side of the Leeds Road from Dean Street and where we would visit them two or three times a week – were produced toasted currant teacakes, spread with butter that melted and ran in rivulets down our chins. Grandma had an amber sugar-bowl, and Grandad would keep his empty tobacco tins and matchboxes for us, making long trains out of them and pushing them over the edge of the brown chenille-covered table to land with a clatter on the stone-flagged floor. He could make a squeaking noise with his hands – we called it ‘cupty-cupty’ – and, to the despair of my mother, he would drink his tea from his saucer, having poured it there from his cup to cool it down before slurping it up under the drooping grey whiskers of his moustache. Then he’d wink at us, fill his pipe and sit by the open fire to smoke it.

Sometimes, in moments of sentimentality, he would sing ‘My Old Dutch’ to Grandma, who would turn away and mutter ‘Shut up, Herbert’, wiping a tear from her eye with the corner of her pinny.

Wallflowers, sweet williams and tulips grew in the front garden of the neat stone-built terrace house, and in the back yard lived Smudger, a smooth-haired fox-terrier. There she would lie in the sun, and I can still smell the fragrance of gently cooking dog on York stone slabs, and see her white, moulted hairs caking the mossy earth in the gaps between the paving.

Life at Ash Grove seemed to revolve around the kitchen and its massive black range with cosy fire and chrome-handled ovens. The front room, with its twin glass domes of stuffed exotic birds on the mantelpiece, was cold, gloomy and seldom used.

My mother was one of two sets of twins. Of the first set, Barbara and Charles, only Barbara (Bee) survived. Charles died on St Patrick’s Day when he was just six weeks old. His mother said it was because he should have been born first, not second. ‘Barbara and Charles,’ said my grandmother, ‘were born the wrong way round.’ My mother, Bessie, and her brother, George Herbert (Bert), were born exactly four years later.

Mum and Dad went to school together, having first been introduced in their prams while their mums were out walking. There was an age gap of just two months. My mother must hold some kind of scholastic record. She started school, with her brother Bert, at the age of two, the twins having followed their sister Bee to school. The teacher said they could stay but they would not be on the register. A year later she relented and their names were added, so full-time schooling began for Mum at the age of three. It ended when she was fourteen and went to work drawing wool in Lister’s mill in Addingham, a couple of miles up the Wharfe valley.

Dad, rejecting his father’s trade, became an apprentice plumber with a local firm when he left school. When war broke out, plumbing became a ‘deferred occupation’ and he did not join up immediately – Hitler might have curtailed certain activities on the part of the British population but he was powerless to interfere with their sanitary arrangements. Plumbers were still necessary. During the latter part of the war Dad joined the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers and with typical military misapplication of craftsmanship he then spent a couple of years in India fitting new treads to worn-out tyres.

Dad wasn’t especially enamoured of India. ‘Never seen such a filthy ’ole’, was about the extent of his appreciation. The troops slept upstairs in his particular billet, while the natives bedded down below. ‘At night,’ he said, ‘they went jungly.’

I mused for hours on what ‘going jungly’ meant. My mum said that the natives did war-dances and things. Seemed appropriate to me. There was a war on, when all was said and done. Perhaps they were just trying to help.

After a healthy number of assorted relationships between their school days and during the war, Alan and Bessie found themselves in the same group of friends once war had ended. On 4 November 1946 they all went to a dance at the King’s Hall in Ilkley, the girls in their floral frocks and peep-toe shoes, the men in their baggy suits. Halfway through the evening Mum recalls looking up at the balcony that ran round the Winter Gardens. ‘I looked up and saw your dad. I waved. He waved back. Then he came down and we started dancing. We courted for six months, then we were engaged for six months and we got married on 3 December 1947.’

‘Was it love?’ I asked.

‘Well, it must have been something, mustn’t it?’

I think we’ll take that for a ‘yes’. This is Yorkshire, after all.

Mum and Dad married two years after hostilities ceased. They went to live with Florrie, my father’s mother – two-up, two-down, an attic and an outside lavatory – while Auntie Alice moved in with Mrs Heap. It wasn’t a particularly comfortable state of affairs, Florrie being an interfering, if well-meaning, busybody, and my mother being just a touch volatile, and needled at being constantly compared with Uncle Jim’s wife, Jenny. ‘Jenny does it this way, why don’t you?’

Still, somehow they all muddled through for a couple of years until four months after I was born when Mum and Dad bought their own house in Nelson Road, a ten-minute walk from Dean Street – near enough for Grandma Titchmarsh to irritate my mother by turning up every afternoon at tea time to enquire what we were having. ‘Mmm. That looks nice!’ she’d say, leaning over our shoulders and scrutinising the contents of our plates. Mum felt obliged to offer her some. At first.

Auntie Alice eventually moved back to live with Grandma Titchmarsh and for the next thirty years or more they aggravated one another daily. Auntie Alice would watch Russ Conway on the television and say, ‘I wish I could play like him,’ to which Grandma would snap back, ‘Well, you could have done if you’d practised.’ The thought of my Auntie Alice playing ‘Sidesaddle’ and winking at the television camera is something I still can’t come to terms with.

By the time my sister arrived, four and a half years later, my parents had become a bit more adventurous in the naming stakes. She was christened Kathryn Victoria. I’ve always felt slightly resentful that Kath has more regal-sounding names than mine.

Before my birth my mother cherished a fondness for the name Rodney, but the doctor advised against it. ‘For God’s sake, don’t call him Rodney!’ And so, with sentiment worthy of Mills and Boon, when her newborn infant was placed in her arms and she was asked what name I was to have, she said that I was to be called after my father: Alan. It was later decided that I should carry my grandfather’s name as well: Frederick. Quite noble, really. Until, at the font, Florrie told Mum quite curtly that her late husband’s name lacked the ‘Erick’. It was ‘Fred’, plain and simple.

So here I am – Alan Fred. Both perfectly acceptable names for a gardener, so that’s all right.
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