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Author’s Note


“May I a small house and large garden have;
And a few friends,
And many books, both true.”


—Abraham Cowley
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Some people always do things standing up in a hammock,” was how my friend Ed Reppert described people who seem to learn everything the hard way. I often think the hard way is the ONLY way I ever learn—everything by trial (or trowel) and error. Although I began gardening when I was just a tyke, and studied botany and horticulture for years, it was always by doing and redoing that I learned best.


For over twenty years, I faithfully recorded in my journals sad and happy tales of garden woes, triumphs, mistakes, and the secrets and shortcuts of the hundreds of gardeners who stay in touch with me. Recording things isn’t all I do. Every day I test recipes and cures and observe the behavior of birds, insects, reptiles, amphibians, and anything else that stumbles onto my plot of ground.


Anyone walking into my potting area is liable to find four or five mixtures of fertilizer brews and oddball pest blends fermenting and marinating in tubs, strange collections of tools, and cooking utensils hanging everywhere. It is not the aftermath of some cataclysmic natural disaster; it is my laboratory, my living library, and the makings for this book.


Three years ago I devoted my “Heart’s Ease” column in Country Living GARDENER to a subject entitled “Helpful Hints from an Eccentric Gardener.” The column contained an assortment of hints and recipes gleaned from my journals, and the enthusiastic response to the collection gave birth to this, my fourth book-child, Trowel & Error.
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Introduction
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One of my greatest joys is an early-morning walk in the garden. Rain or shine, you’ll find me outdoors (usually still in my nightgown), surveying the condition of my plants. I scan the beds and container gardens in search of yellowed leaves, stunted or deformed foliage—anything out of the ordinary that points to disease or an infestation. It would be as difficult for me to overlook a sick plant as it would have been for me not to notice my son Noah’s face speckled with bright, red measles.


My friend and garden assistant Peggy tells me that of all the yards she helps tend, mine is the healthiest (although it is not necessarily the tidiest). I credit that health to a myriad of factors. First, every speck of my growing areas (even potted plants) is covered with aged compost, worm castings, finely chipped bark, or shredded leaves and pine needles.


A major part of my garden success is a result of purchasing healthy, thriving plants, bulbs, and bare root specimens. I scrutinize everything for pests, from soil to roots, stems to foliage, before introducing a new plant into my garden.


After giving my new additions a stringent health inspection, I make sure to plant them in an area that suits their needs—for example, sunflowers in full sun, camellias in dappled shade. A plant located in the right environment, with good soil and a dependable supply of water, will thrive and remain healthy.


I believe in planting a diverse array of bulbs, annuals, perennials, shrubs, and trees throughout the landscape. I think of this approach as a healthy layer cake, from the tiniest creeping thymes to the loftiest redwoods, oaks, and cedars. My well-integrated garden provides a multifaceted environment that attracts scores of beneficial inhabitants such as insects, lizards, toads, frogs, snakes, and birds. Working together, this troupe of creatures attacks, parasitizes, and consumes pest populations that might flourish and destroy a less-diversified garden.
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The shelves in my potting shed will never hold ingredients bearing the suffix “-cide,” from the Latin caedo, “to kill.” Pesticides, fungicides, insecticides, herbicides, and rodenticides are composed of dangerous chemicals with fatal and far-reaching effects on the earth. Another popular pest control I avoid is Bt (Bacillus thuringiensis), a bacterium that kills most caterpillars, including beneficial butterflies and moths. Hand-picking or spraying with nontoxic potions works just fine for me, and is no more time-consuming than the application of Bt.


In the end, I believe that my morning walks (and talks) with the hundreds of plants and trees are what keep my garden healthy. Not much escapes my notice and immediate attention, and a quick response can mean the difference between the beginning of a small problem and a full-blown attack or infection.


Go outside today (pajamas permitted) and visit with your plants. Just a few minutes of this quiet time of reflection and inspection can change the way you look at and tend your garden. You will begin to discover not only problems, but also the small miracles (often overlooked) quietly unfurling, blooming, and hatching everywhere around you. Cultivate wonder in your garden, and expect the unexpected.
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Outdoor


Part One



Gardening
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Don’t be afraid to break the rules about what to use for garden tools!





Chapter


1


Tricks & Tools


That Bend the Rules


Years ago, I learned that whatever oddball tool or container I wanted to use in the garden was invariably somewhere else, so I determined to outfit my work area with everything I needed, and more. Now my potting shed sports a motley assortment of tools, and more culinary equipment than you’ll find in my kitchen. From the ceiling hang baskets, hanks of raffia, and an array of old galvanized tinware. Shelves bow under the weight of rescued and recycled treasures that now help to simplify and enrich my days in the garden.
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Tool Shelf
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Attach a soap dish with soap and a nail brush to the side of your potting bench. Dig your fingernails into the soap before you begin working in the garden.


Old serving pieces—ladles, knives, spoons, and forks—to use as digging and transplanting tools.


Wire whisks or an old egg-beater to whip up your home-brewed bug potions and fertilizers.


A paper-towel dispenser mounted near your work area means you’ll always have towels for quick and easy cleanups.


An apple corer makes a miniature dibber for tiny bulbs like muscari, galanthus, and leucojum.


Kitchen or barbecue tongs for picking up offensive things like slugs and pulling up stinging nettles.


Grapefruit knives, with their sharp, curved blades, make perfect weeders for container gardens. They’re also great for transplanting seedlings.


Long-handled wooden spoons or spatulas for bouncing bugs off plants (see here) and for mixing batches of compost tea, potting soils, and fertilizers.


Attach brass cup hooks to your potting bench for hanging measuring cups and spoons.


Old colanders or laundry baskets for harvesting fruits and vegetables.


Heavy-duty paper clips and clothespins have hundreds of uses in your work area—from sealing opened seed packets to clipping gloves closed as a precaution against spiders.












Cleanup


To remove salt residue from crusty pots and to clean dirty tools, scrub with a mixture of ⅓ white vinegar, ⅓ rubbing alcohol, and ⅓ water. Worn-out toothbrushes make great scrubbers for small cleanup tasks.
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Oil Jobs


Fill a used lotion or hand-soap dispenser bottle with mineral oil. Squirt the oil onto metal tools every time you use them, or any time you need to remove sticky sap, grime, or sawdust. Then wipe tools with fine steel wool.


To keep your string trimmer from breaking or sticking, coat the line with mineral oil or spray with Pam.
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“The purpose of a garden is to give its owner the best and highest kind of earthly pleasure.”


—Gertrude Jekyll



Pinups


Hang old Clothespins along a wire. When harvesting herbs, garlic, onions, and flowers, use the pins to sort and clip them into bunches.


Keep a basket of clothespins and pieces of string in your garden for shoring up sagging plants on trellises or giving a climbing vine a little support.



Picture This


Instead of tossing out that extra wall calendar, take it apart and laminate the page for each month. Attach it (along with a Magic Marker on a string) near your outdoor work area. The more accessible it is, the more you’ll use it. For each month, record daily weather and rainfall, and note when seeds sprout, pests appear, bushes bloom, and vegetables ripen. Save all the pages for reference next year.


Snap photos of plantings and borders in each season and clip them onto your laminated calendar or to pages in your journal. Refer to them to refresh your memory about successful color or plant combinations (and the unsuccessful ones, too).


When faced with the dilemma of what to prune from a tree, take a picture and make a few copies. Then, with correction fluid, block out branches you want to cut and you’ll be able to see exactly how your tree will look.
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An old calendar lives another year.


Chart the Sun


Draw a sketch of your yard, and make several copies. Observe your site morning, noon, and afternoon during the growing season, and use colored markers to indicate shady and sunny areas. Clip the charts to your calendar or journal and consult them before planting.
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Recycled Flats


Ask your nursery to save plastic basket-weave flats (18 inches by 18 inches) for you. Use them as compost screeners and as covers to protect emerging seedlings. Or line them with newspaper, fill with soil, and plant your own seedlings in them. They’re also great for drying flowers and herbs.
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Reading Your Landscape



Strawberry Baskets


Recycle those plastics strawberry or tomato baskets as cloches for tender young plants and bulbs or as organizing tools for your seed packets.


Line the little baskets with brown paper bags, newspaper, or paper towels, add soil, and plant them with the seeds of finicky flowers and vegetables that don’t like to be transplanted. Once a set of true leaves (see “True Leaves”) appears, tuck the baskets directly into the ground and the roots will find their way out.
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Sock It to ’Em


Give new life to mateless or holey, old socks. Cut the foot off and slip the uppers over your wrists to protect your arms from small cuts and your shirts from dirt and damage. They’re especially good when you’re working around berries and roses.


Slip clean socks or nylons over ripening fruits you want to protect from hungry pests. Remember to remove the socks a few days before harvest so the fruit can color.


[image: image]


Upstanding Solutions


[image: image] Transform a holey watering can into a twine dispenser. Remove the watering head, place a ball of twine inside, and draw the twine through the spout. Keep a pair of scissors tied to the handle for easy use.
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[image: image] Keep bunches of long twigs and pea stakes in sand-filled buckets stationed throughout your garden. Use them to trellis or stake your plants and enjoy them as free-form garden sculpture.
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[image: image] Store a roll of string inside an upside-down terra-cotta pot and pull the string end through the hole.


[image: image] For a pocket twine dispenser, use a grated-cheese container, and run the twine through a hole in the lid.


[image: image] Hang a role of Velcro tape on a nail. Use the Velcro for quick and easy adjustable tie-ups of vines, shrubs, and veggies.


[image: image] Grow your own bamboo plant supports in a large half-barrel filled with potting soil. Check with your local nursery for species that grow well in your area. The running bamboos are hardy and thrive in cramped quarters. You’ll be surprised how quickly a grove will fill a barrel!


[image: image] Use concrete reinforcing wire (found in lumber yards) as a trellis or arbor, or bend the wire into the shape of a tunnel. These sturdy and inexpensive supports quickly take on a rusty, antique look that blends beautifully into a garden.




Harvest Helper


Harvest fruits and vegetables in old colanders or laundry baskets and wash them outdoors. You’ll save yourself lots of cleanup mess indoors.
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Going to Pot


[image: image] Inexpensive bushel baskets make rustic planters for potatoes and tomatoes.
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[image: image] Commandeer discarded wooden produce boxes (your grocer is usually delighted to give these away) and plant them with mini-vegetables.


[image: image] Use scraps of that ubiquitous bubble wrap to insulate the inside walls of thin plastic and metal plant containers to prevent the harmful buildup of heat. Line the sides of your containers before filling them with soil.


[image: image] Turn an old wheelbarrow into a movable garden. Plant an ever-changing array of perennials or a medley of herbs, and move it to follow the sun.
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[image: image] Create an instant raised planter for espaliered trees and specimen bushes. Remove a few portions of the bottom of an old half-barrel (not all, or the barrel will collapse), and set it in place. Fill the barrel with good soil and compost, and plant your tree. The roots will roam freely once they reach the ground. Fertilize trees monthly.




Measuring Up


Paint inch and foot marks on the wooden handles of hoes, shovels, and rakes. Use these whenever you need to measure in the garden—for example, when spacing transplants or seeds.
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Screen Savers


Cut an old screen or panty hose into small squares and use the squares to cover drainage holes in containers. The screen keeps soil from washing out and critters from getting in. (Slugs, earwigs, and pillbugs can get through pebbles or shards.)


Playing Chopsticks


[image: image] Stockpile the chopsticks that come with Chinese take-out and use them as dibbers for planting small bulbs.


[image: image] Become adept at using chopsticks to pick up slugs and other gross interlopers, and dispose of them in soapy water.


[image: image] Two chopsticks stuck into the ground at an angle act as an anchor for lightweight strawberry basket cloches.


[image: image] Wire copper plant labels to chopsticks and set them firmly in the ground.





On the Rocks


Famed gardener Gertrude Jekyll felt that the best plant markers were flat river stones lettered with plant names.
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Plant Labels


[image: image] Cut miniblinds or old wooden venetian blinds into short lengths and label them with acrylic paint or a waterproof pen.


[image: image] Laminate seed packets and then glue them to tongue depressors or Popsicle sticks for informational garden markers.


[image: image] Old slate roof tiles or contemporary slate floor tiles make enduring markers. Use acrylic paint to print the name, then stick the slate about 2 inches into the ground. Use a masonry blade to cut larger tiles.


[image: image] For tiny labels, write the plant names on tongue depressors.
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L’Eau Chaud


Many French provençal gardeners set old half-barrels throughout their gardens to catch rainwater. The proximity of the barrels to their work areas makes hand-watering with a can easier, and they believe warm water is best for plants.
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Stepping Up and Out


Prop an old wooden ladder (past its prime for safe use) against a wall to serve as a trellis. Plant pumpkins, gourds, or squash at its feet.


Lay an old ladder flat on the ground and fill the spaces between the steps with soil to create raised beds—perfect for herbs, an array of lettuces, or flowers.
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Simple steps to a quick bed.


Under Cover


Plastic and terra-cotta pots turned upside down make great cloches and blanching pots.


Bug Sled


Put that snow sled to new use in the spring. Tape a piece of cardboard over the seat, allowing it to hang over the sides. Apply Stickum Goo (see recipe) onto the sides and top of the cardboard. Pull the sled over your beds, straddling your crops of small seedlings. As pests leap out of the way, they get stuck dead in their tracks.
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Instant Pond


Turn a trash can lid upside down and bury it in the ground up to the rim. Place a layer of pebbles inside, and fill with water.
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Hold-Alls


Gardeners can never have too many trash cans in their work areas—they can hold mulch, worm castings, fertilizer, and organic compost teas.


Get A Grip


Slip a scrap of foam rubber pipe insulation over tool handles for a better grip.


New Fruit In Old Bottles


Give new life to those beautiful bottles you can’t bear to toss. Clean and sterilize them, then check your pear, apple, peach, or nectarine trees for any tiny, unblemished fruit that’s forming. Gently slip the attached fruit through the mouth of the bottle and make a sling with cheesecloth or old panty hose to cradle the bottle from an overhanging branch. Tuck plastic in neck to keep out water. When the fruit matures, snip the branch, remove the sling, and fill the bottle with brandy. Cork it tightly, and after about six months, serve as a flavored liqueur.
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Brown-Bag Launch


Unearth that stash of paper bags—you know, the one you’ve been hoarding for years—and turn the bags into planters. Spray or brush the inside of the bags with canola oil, let them air-dry, then fill them with soil and plant your seeds. Morning glories, moon vines, gourds, and many other plants don’t like to be transplanted, so when it’s time to transplant into your garden, leave the seedlings in the bags and plant them directly in the soil. The bags will eventually decompose as the plants take root.


Enclose young apples in small brown paper bags to protect them from pecking birds and hungry insects. When the fruits are still small, slit the bottom of a bag, slip the fruit in, and staple the top closed. Remove the bag a few days before harvesting so the apples can color.
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Support Hose


Make a hose guide with two terra-cotta pots. Place the bottom pot upside down at the corner of a flower bed that you want to protect from the dragging hose. Stack the other pot right side up on top of the first one. Push a dowel through the drainage holes to anchor the pots to the ground.


Alternatively, pound pairs of stakes a hose-width apart at each corner of the bed, and lay the hose between the stakes.
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