From The Book of Silence by Sarah Maitland


I discovered the silent joy of gardening. In my childhood gardening, which meant almost entirely kitchen gardening – fruit and vegetables – had been a chore, an unending series of household tasks in which we had all been required to participate; needless to say we did this in a highly organized team spirit and it had never seemed to me like a pleasure or source of contemplative serenity. My husband had a lovely garden at the East End vicarage, but it was always very definitely his garden; I felt no jealousy and was happy for him both to make the decisions and to do the work. The garden behind my cottage in Warkton was my garden. Everyone should have her first garden on Northamptonshire loam--it is so encouraging: you stick in a spade and it cuts into the rich, fertile, dark soil, never too dry and never boggy, with a few stones and a generous well-balanced nature. Everything grows fast and strong.

And of course it grows silently . . . Cells divide, sap flows, bacteria multiply, energy runs thrilling through the earth, but without a murmur. 'The force that through the green fuse drives the flower' is a silent force. Soil, that very top most skin coding, is called earth and the planet itself is called earth. It is all alive – pounding, heaving, thrusting. Microscopic fungi spores grow, lift pavements and fell houses. We hear the crack of the pavements and the crash of the buildings – such human artifacts are in inevitably noisy – but the fungus itself grows silently. Perhaps we are wise to be terrified of silence-it is the terror that destroyeth in the noontide.

Gardening puts me in contact with all this silent energy; gardeners become active partners in all that silent growth. I do not make it happen, but I share in it happening. The earth works it's way under my nails and into my fingerprints, and a gardener has to pay attention to the immediate now of things. In one's own garden one must not be caught unawares – a single sprout of couch grass can grow five miles of roots in a year, while lurking silently behind the delphiniums, which are growing less extravagantly but just as determinately in the opposite direction: up, up, upwards, and creating a magnificence of blue as though they were pulling the sky down to them. I have to pay attention to that silence.


