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SPRING SOWING

By H. E. BATES

WO of the earliest books I remember reading are
Culpepper’s Herbal and, new every year, Toogood’s
Catalogue of Flowers and Vegetable Seeds. In those days
Toogood’s was a substantial encyclopaedic affair with em-
bossed cover-titles and many pictures of horticultural
miracles and, on certain pages, of those who had performed
them. Colossal creamy curds of champion cauliflower,
carrots like church steeples, kidney beans like swords, dahlias
like the sun-images of Aztec worshippers were shown side
by side with, the men who had grown them. Sometimes
you saw these chaps photographed with “King Edward
potatoes grown from one pound of our Scotch seed ”—
modest, mild, handlebar-moustached men presiding like big
game hunters over vast broods of egg-like potatoes, and you
wondered where the energy, skill and knowledge that grew
so many potatoes ever came from.

In this way, more than a quarter of a century ago, started
what I still hold to be the basis of successful gardening, more
especially for gardeners without staff and, more important
still, without much money: some knowledge of the raising
of plants from seed. Each year I grow between five thousand
and ten thousand plants for my own garden. It sounds
plutocratic. On the contrary, it is a process of strict
economy. For example: in two or three weeks I shall have
the pleasure of three thousand wallflowers blooming in fifteen
colours. Another fifteen hundred will be blooming in the
gardens of various relatives and friends. The cost? Eight
shillings, plus a little pleasant swzat. Bought as plants, at
market prices, this tidy handful of colour would have cost
eight pounds. Again: in two months I shall be filling Qeds
and herbaceous border spaces with such things as Phlox
Drummondi, asters, verbenas, zinnias, petunias, annual pinks
and carnations, altogether another four or five thousand.
The cost? Another eight shillings.

Is there a secret in this? I don’t think so. I am reputed
to have green fingers, and I daresay it’s true, if green fingers
are common sense. The practical answers, in my case, are
a small unheated greenhouse (cost £5), three large second-
hand frames (cost 15s.), a couple of sieves, periodic supplies
of horse-dung, the bathroom airing-cupboard and the local
confectioner. The confectioner’s part is the supply, at a
halfpenny each, of empty sweet boxes. These small boxes
are for sowings; I use margarine boxes, three inches deep,
for pricking out. The bathroom airing-cupboard is a new
gag, tried for the first time this year. It may not work. The
idea is to get a little real bottom heat from the hot-water
tank, and I am experimenting with melons. At the moment
my chief difficulty is to avoid watering the pyjamas instead
of the seeds.

Actually the best investment any small gardener can make
is a small greenhouse (the steel sectional are good) or a
frame. Indeed probably more can be done with a frame
than with a L :se, though the house is always a sanctuary,
tranquil and mild even on raw days. But the trouble with an
unheated house is the great variations of temperature in early
spring. A small house, registering 100 deg. at midday,
may fall to 30 deg. by midnight. This is bad. By the pro-
digal use of potent fresh horse-dung a frame can be kept
much more constant. It can be kept down to 75 deg. by
day and up to 55 deg. by night! This is ideal. It is the
dung, pressed down to eighteen inches from an original
height of three feet, that generates the rich aromatic heat
which keeps this constant temperature. For two shillings
you will get three weeks or so of heat. And the breath of
warm mild ammoniated air when you open the frame is easily
worth that.

All this is exceedingly simple. Where I find that people
fail most often is in the bysiness of sowing the seed itself.

This ought to be simple, but to many people it seems to be
a process which brings out every kind of clumsiness and
stupidity. You need two things for seed sowing—a light
hand and a keen eye. Your eye ought to be as trained as
that of a film-producer picking out potental stars, simply
because every kind of seed, even more than every kind of
film actress, has its own special beauty and characteristic.
The chocolate dust of primulae, brown oval eggs of salvias,
brown chaft of verbenas and asters, black scimitars of cos-
mos, miniature locust-beans of dahlia and zinnia—on the
notice you take of these colours and shapes will depend your
ability to detect the seed when it germinates and appears.
Almost all seedlings force the seed-husk through the surface
of the soil as they germinate, and the inability to detect a
fresh young sow-thistle from a meconopsis baileyi has been
the ruin of many a first seed-sowing adventure. Two other
mistakes lie in the business of covering the seed and in
watering it. Seeds are easily suffocated and they are easily
drowned. Have a light square piece of board with a short
upright handle fixed and press down your soil with this.
Then sow lightly, sift the soil evenly and lightly over the
seed and then press down again. Water before you sow, and
cover afterwards with sheets of brown paper. Your sieve
should be fine—an icing sugar sieve is perfectly admirable.

I prick out early, and believe it to be the golden rule.
The commonest mistake is to allow seedlings to get large,
leggy, and choked. They are easily handled as soon as they
show signs of secondary leaves—left hand for seedlings,
right for a light, narrow stick or label with which to lift
them. The whole thing should be deft and light. You are
lucky if, like me, you are blessed with small hands. Give
proper space, good depth of soil. Nurserymen on principle
put too many seedlings in a box—an average of sixty. They
do it for profit and, too often I'm afraid, mugs. Three
dozen seedlings in an average-size box is ample. For myself
I rarely put more than twenty or twenty-four. All the
time the soil should be damp but aerated, the seedlings cool
but not in draughts.

This is the mechanics of the thing, and from this, the
mere handling of sweet fresh soil, the first sight of seedlings,
the warm damp smell of the greenhouse on spring days, will
arise enormous pleasure. But the real fascination of seed-
sowing is that its adventures and experiments are limitless.
No matter where your tastes in gardening lie—alpine or
annual, herbaceous or vegetable—this same simple process
can satisfy them. Nothing else can take you so easily, and
for so few pence, beyond the horizon.

It is a good thing to remember, too, that there are many
things—many of the loveliest things—which are best grown
from seed. Polyanthus primroses, aubretia, alyssum saxatile,
as well as all half-hardy annuals, are best this way. Brooms
should always be raised from seed. They must be grown
in pots, and will reach a height of cight feet in two years.
Many other shrubs are easy and quick from seed: chinese
berberis, shrubby potentillas, rock roses, the beautiful
silvery-pink tree mallow, late summer blooming, lavatera
oblia. All commercial cupressus macrocarpa is grown from
seed. A shilling packet will, in a short time, shield you
from the irrepressible colonel, the irate maiden ladies, next
door. There are things which, of course, demand patience:
lilies, primulae, tulip species, most alpines. Auriculas will
take a year, trollius probably as long, or longer. Alpines
will germinate a little more freely after being frozen or
covered with snow. There will also be things which, out of
a moderate sort of cussedness, will decide not to grow for
you at all.

But I think a new gardener, taking a weck-end cottage or
a suburban house for the first time, could raise himself ten
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thousand plants, both annual and perennial, for a pound
spent in the right way. I do not think there are many
things of which you can get ten thousand for a pound. Not
even liquorice all-sorts. Again, after the first year, this
expenditure could be halved. A new phase of pleasure
would arrive: the collection of your own seed. By July,
in a good summer, seed will spill itself in millions: black
burnt-paper fragments of the pinks, cracking orange bullets
of peruvian lily, the small brown bullets of hardy geranium
ejected by a method of catapulting that is a miracle, sun-
crackled pods of lupins, handfuls of black delphinium dust,
grey froth-down of anemones. Collected one day, dried and

sown the next, these seeds will germinate before your back
is turned. It is even possible to flower your seed twice
within a twelvemonth.

It may be that such adventures do not interest you, that
you are a one-species gardener, and that, like Gilbert White,
you prefer to grow cucumbers. In that case, by all means
emulate White. Among other remarkable achievements,
White, I find, cut about 999 of that delectable and useless
vegetable during the year 1791. The natural question is.
what in heaven’s name did he do with them? And the
answer is: I can’t think. I can only suppose that he must
have got enormous fun out of it.

BOAT RACE REFLECTIONS

By BERNARD DARWIN

EXT Saturday is the day of the Boat Race, an event
probably possessing this unique distinction, that it
excites more people who know nothing about it than does
any other in the world. There is a friend of mine who rowed
in one of the greatest of all Cambridge crews. Until two
years ago, for I fortunately stopped just in time, I made a
small but steady income out of him by the simple expedient
of backing Cambridge. Let it not be thought that he was
a bad patriot. It was merely that he could not have loved
Cambridge so much had he not loved rowing more. He
believed that they had gone worshipping after strange gods,
to the destruction of a beautiful art. He said in effect, with
the once famous T. S. Egan in 1852, “I have not been con-
tending for Oxford, but for rowing ; not with Oxford against
Cambridge, but with the spirit and genius of the victorious
past against the poorer innovations of later years ; not against
the honour of Cambridge, but for the honour of that system,
which long gave Cambridge the proud right to proclaim to
the world on her banner: Iside et Thamesi triumphatis
Anglic.n in certamen provocat Granta victrix.”

I quote that passage because it is so stirring and spirited
that I love to transcribe it, not because older orthodoxies and
strange new faiths have for me any significance. I am one
of the people before-mentioned who know nothing about it
and can only wonder mildly at the oarsmen who, like the
men of science, regard those holding different opinions from
themselves as black-hearted villains and perverters of truth.
I like the crowds and the barges and the ruffling river; I
like a good race and I like to see Oxford beaten, or even to
see them win, which is the next best thing. That is why I
hope to be next Saturday on a pleasant wharf just beyond
Hammersmith, and if only the light blue oars can come
flashing first under the bridge, they may be propelled by the
most outrageous methods that ever shocked an orthodox eye.

 Sir,” said an orator at a famous dinner, “I am a Deller,
a Dingley Deller. I cannot lay claim to the honour of form-
ing an item in the population of Muggleton ; nor, Sir, I will
frankly admit, do I covet that honour.” T can only say with
him that I am a dry-bob and do not covet the distinction of
being a wet one. Nevertheless even the very dryest of us
cannot deny, if we are honest with ourselves, that there is
something tremendous about the Boat Race. We may
maliciously rejoice over the young lady (her father was a great
player of ball games) who, on being congratulated on dancing
with a blue, replied “ Only a rowing one ”; but these are not
our real sentiments. For my part I own that no list of names
has a more splendid sound in my ears than those of mighty
oarsmen. I like to roll them on my tongue—the Pitmans and
the Nickalls, the Golds and the Goldies—in ignorant hero-
worship. Say what we will, they have the true quality of
greatness, and there is a further endearing quality about them
that, though their days on the water are long past, we can
still gaze on them “in their habit as they lived.” We may
see an old gentleman at Lord’s and know that he made a
hundred for England, but he is only an old gentleman in a

bowler hat. Not so with the oarsmen. If we go to Henley
there they are in their funny little caps and their blazers of
dark or light blue, not perhaps the originals, which have
grown something too tight, but still blazers that they migh:
fling off before stepping into a boat to do or die. It is like
looking at a row of ancient kings, lying embalmed, with their
robes and their crowns exactly as their subjects saw them
centuries back. The least emotional must thrill, the least
reverent prostrate himself.

We gaze on the oarsmen with this timid wonder partly
because no one can despise in his heart those who live
laborious days and spend themselves to their last ounce and
their last gasp. How tired of each other and of the gramo-
rhone they must get in those months of training! How they
must long for death as they droop panting on their oars
when the race is done! There is more in it than that, how-
ever. The spectacle of an eight at full stretch, the rhythm
and the pace and even the very splashing must rouse the
must sluggish. A dreary winter’s walk down the tow path
in the Lent term was always made worth while by the great
moment when the lesser craft drew into the bank and the
University boat in its “ pride and ample pinion > came by.
The rush and the swirl of it were irresistible. “ Oh,” as old
Nyren said of the cricket match at Hambledon, “it was a
heart-stirring sight,” the more so perhaps because one gazed
without too much understanding. ’

It is in that frame of mind that I have lately been poring
over Mr. Drinkwater’s book The Boat Race, professedly and
admirably written for the general reader. A year over which
I hang for particular and personal reasons is 1886.  With
the greater shelter Oxford drew away so that they were over
two lengths ahead at Barnes Bridge.” That would be
horribly depressing if one did not know the glorious news to
follow, and here it is in the next sentence. “ Pitman began
to spurt.” What magical words! And so all goes well till
“ Cambridge went past them to win, by two-fifths of a length,
the most exciting race that had yet been rowed, and the first
to be won after Barnes Bridge.” That race had its peculiar
thrill because, being then a small boy whose home was at
Cambridge, I had gone out into the town to hear the news.
It was vacation time, but the streets seem in my recollection
to have been full of others prayerfully waiting. There came
a buzz and a rumour and then somewhere, perhaps on the
roof of the Union, a light blue flag fluttered in the breeze.
So it was true. 1889 is only a little less romantic. Cam-
bridge had had the same eight for two years running, with
the present Lord Chancellor at seven, and some journalist
of flamboyant taste had christened them ¢ The lightning
crew.” Whether or not my maturer judgement would
approve this title I cannot say. At any rate it seemed lovely
then, and I bought a photograph of those heroes—eight little
heads in eight little circles—and still treasure it.

I hope it is not too unpatriotic, but I also like to gloat over
the great Oxford names of the ’nineties, though the senti-
ment is a different one. Here is' not a race of distant demi-
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