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Not long ago a lady wrote to me to
say that neither she nor her husband
had ever seen a cowslip. This
melancholy confession at once set
me off on two journeys, or rather,
three: two of them in memory, the
other in reality.

The first took me back to my
childhood, to early summer days
when | went with my grandmother
into the meadows at cowslip time,
there to see them dancing in golden
crowds and to pick them by the
basketful, ready for making wine.
Not only can | still see them, with
wonderful clarity, growing in the
fields: | can also see them being
laid out to dry, looking exactly like
the miniature fingers of green and yellow kid gloves.

The second journey took me over the border from my
native Northamptonshire into Bedfordshire and thence
into Huntingdonshire. In Bedfordshire | came one day on
a wood, not of cowslips but of the much rarer oxlip.
There were a great many of them growing among sheets
of primroses and | sat down to drink them in. Presently,
as | sat there, | discovered | wasn't alone. Six or seven
fox cubs suddenly appeared and started to gambol gaily
among the flowers like rolling fluffy balls of fur, quite
oblivious of me.

That wonderfully beautiful picture of the little foxes
playing their games among the primroses and oxlips will,
| think, never fade. Nor will another: that of the splendour
of cowslips growing in the damp ditches of Huntingdon-
shire roadsides. They certainly were the richest, largest
cowslips | have ever seen and when | wrote back to my
lady correspondent it was to tell her to make a pilgrimage
into Huntingdonshire.

It was just as well | did, because not long later | read
a piece of news even more melancholy than the lady's
original confession. The cowslips of Huntingdonshire, it
appeared, were a dying race: even in those rich pastures
the flower was in danger of dying out—so much so that
one Huntingdonshire preservation society had actually
bought a cowslip field in order to save it from almost
certain extinction. :

As a rider to her confession about cowslips my corres-
pondent had added sadly that in her part of the world,
somewhere in the West Midlands, the roadsides were
utterly barren of flowers, a piece of news that sent me
off on my third journey, there to count my numerous
Kentish blessings.

That journey took me, and still takes me, along a narrow
litttle road about ten miles long. There is really nothing
at all spectacular about this road, which | always call a
back road because it wanders away from all villages and
doesn't seem to be going anywhere. The fields on either
side of it are flattish, the hedgerows neat and trimmed.
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| never cease to relish and marvel at this flower st
Nor do | allow myself to forget the sobering th h
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If the cowslip is indeed in danger of |
England no such fate has yet overtaken
Channel. Even the airfield at Le Touquet is
and as | made yet another journey, this “ﬁ
France, a few years ago, the meadows
central rivers were all full of them. Happl!
roadsides had, like my beloved little back %
their glory too, so that | saw that exquisite 12
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Going further south still there were litt
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