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  for Carroll,


  who gardens, of course
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  It is a tradition among gardeners not to thank people who give us plants and seeds. Words, however, are a different matter, and several people merit my thanks for their help. Many are named in the book. Others, who should not be anonymous, are:




  • Mary Ann Anderson, Master Gardener, who makes house calls




  • Michael Goatley, turfgrass specialist at Virginia Tech, who contributed much information on the origins of Lawn




  • Bess Nutt, friend forever, whose Green Man served as inspiration for the illustration




  • Rhonda Sherman, vermiculturist at North Carolina State, who set me straight on worm-facts




  Lilly Golden, my editor, also merits my gratitude for her loyal support.




  T O M A T O H A V E N




  Tomatoes are good poetry.
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  —Rita Dove




  




  MY YARD IS SMALL. IT’S A POSTAGE STAMP, A HANDkerchief, a mere suspicion of a yard. It’s also urban, only four blocks—past a private school, three churches, a dozen houses, and a branch post office—from the downtown shopping district of the small community in which I live. And it answers a wish that was formed more than two decades ago.




  Tomato Haven—that’s the role I envisioned for the yard that I did not possess but certainly longed for in the late 1970s. I had access to a yard, all right. It was situated on a steep hill behind an 1840’s house, adjacent to the basement apartment in which I lived. With the landlord’s permission, I did indeed dig a six-by-three-foot tomato patch, hammered in support stakes, and set in the seedlings. In mid-June, the tomatoes were as big as golf balls. By mid-July, they’d become plump and started turning red. Soon, a crop! Soon, the inimitable sweetness of a homegrown tomato! I harvested and savored a few, but many of the fruits, both green and red, that I’d had my eye on would go missing. The culprit was discovered one morning as it tried to haul a green tomato the size of a tennis ball up a tree. Aha, squirrels were messing with my tomatoes, didn’t matter if the fruit was being used for food or toys. But it’s hard to catch a thievish squirrel, much less teach it some manners. As it happened, however, squirrels weren’t the only snitchers. The landlord’s wife complimented me on the fine homegrown flavor of the tomatoes in her backyard. If she’d asked for some, I’d have given them happily. As it was, I made a solemn vow to find a backyard of my own.




  The search lasted from January through June of 1983. It took that long because I’d presented the real estate woman with criteria over and beyond finding a plot suitable for growing tomatoes. In this town of hills, it’s not easy to find flattish yards. The yard also had to be amenable to being fenced so that my dog, an Australian shepherd, could go safely outside on her own. Then, I needed a front porch for sitting and sipping iced tea and reading in the summertime. More than that, front porch sitting is a time-honored Southern way of keeping track of neighborhood goings-on. And high ceilings inside the house were a must so that my large furniture, including an eight-foot-tall secretary inherited from my grandmother, could be accommodated. I also wanted to be close enough to the center of town to be able to walk there. Last, but not least, came price. Back then, I’d been divorced and on my own for four years. But, hallelujah, the town possessed many older fixer-uppers into which dog, large furniture, tomato dreams, and I might snuggle comfortably.




  The town itself is worth a few words: Staunton, Virginia, founded by the Scotch-Irish in 1743 and situated in the center of the Shenandoah Valley. The Scotch-Irish are well known to be liars and drinkers, which means that you find good stories and much conviviality in our company. The British also sneaked in, building their Anglican churches within the limits of the town, so causing the Presbyterians to retreat to the countryside for worship. In the quirky British fashion that turns Cholmondeley into Chumley and Taliaferro into Tolliver, the name of the town is pronounced Stanton. The Blue Ridge Mountains are visible to the east, and to the west rises the long bony ridge of North Mountain. From some of Staunton’s hilltops you can see them both. And Staunton, like Rome, was built on hills. Its precipitous streets resemble the ups and downs of a roller-coaster. The reason for covering the hills densely with private and public structures, from homes to stores, schools, theaters, the county courthouse, and City Hall, was that most of the people in the area farmed for a living, and farming was better conducted on gently rolling land than on steep hills.




  The house that I found after the six-month search sits a third of the way up one of the steepest inclines, right at the point where it levels off for the space of three houses before resuming its upward sweep. The house is located in the Newtown Historic District, where many streets are named for greater and lesser presidents—Madison, Jefferson, Washington, Fillmore—and good-sized houses with their tiny yards stand cheek to jowl. The neighborhood boasts a virtual arboretum of native and exotic trees; among the former are southern catalpa, red and sugar maple, black walnut, hack-berry, dogwood, and Osage orange, while mimosa, ginkgo, and ailanthus represent foreign imports. Amid green shade in summer and intricately laced bare branches in winter, my house rests, a gray, white-trimmed frame dwelling with a tin roof and a four-columned porch that extends the entire width of the front. Downstairs consists of four rooms and a bath—if you count the capacious foyer as a room. Three bedrooms, a bath, and a laundry room occupy the upstairs. Above that stands a full, undivided attic reached, when I bought the house, by a ladder placed underneath a trapdoor; the trapdoor has long since been replaced by pull-down steps.




  Like that wooden trapdoor covering a square hole in the ceiling, much else had to be replaced, and that’s one reason I was able to buy it for a song. The reason was that many of the houses, in this once sedately middle-class neighborhood of one-family homes, had been converted into apartments, many of which were rented by the clients of Social Services. Transience characterized the street, along with uproar and almost daily visits by the police. The last twenty-plus years, however, have seen the onset of gentrification, started when a tumbledown brick mansion just around the corner was renovated as a bed-and-breakfast. More and more houses have now reverted to one-family use.




  But, oh, the house needed fixing. The wiring, for one, required drastic reworking. Not only was it old, but the system was not equipped to handle modern appliances. First of all, the slightest surge in power or the use of three lamps and a hair dryer at the same time would blow the fuses for an entire floor. In the early days, I had to plug my toaster oven via an extension cord into an upstairs outlet through a hole that existed for that very purpose. And the house had to be propped up, for it was sagging to the north. The undivided basement, accessible not from the house itself but from a door on the lower back porch, possesses the dimensions of the house proper. A cavernous place with a dirt floor and a twelve-foot-high ceiling, it’s eminently suited for use as a dungeon or habitat for one’s pet dragon. But steel columns, big around as telephone poles, were installed, and the listing of the house is at an end.




  The enchantments, however, were, and still are, manifold. Take, to begin with, the two back porches, one up and one down, connected by stairs; as a result, two bedrooms have their own back doors. Then, little concave brass triangles—dust-catchers—deck the corners of the stairs, and a gingerbread arch, supported on either side by a stout wooden column, spans the wide entrance to the living room. The foyer is big enough to dance in, and so is the kitchen. Ballroom-style, I’ve danced in both. The dining room and one of the upstairs bedrooms each have a whole wall of bay windows. My grandmother’s secretary looks handsome in the high-ceilinged living room, which is graced by its original chandelier. That extraordinary object looks like a large, upside-down, one-layer wedding cake, complete with white frosting and swathes of pink roses. Once upon a time, it and the ceiling fixtures throughout the house held gaslight.




  Then, there was—and is—the yard. The lot itself is modest, only 43 by 125 feet. That’s 5,375 square feet, a mere eighth of an acre. The house and a backyard shed occupy more than half of that space. In front the yard is minuscule and divided not quite down the center by a wide walk from sidewalk to porch steps. On the north side only three feet separate my house from the low concrete wall that marks the beginning of my uphill neighbor’s yard. It’s made of old-style concrete, full of rough chunks of limestone. On the south, eleven feet lie between the concrete wall bounding my yard and my downhill neighbor’s wall. Once upon a time, the area was grassy, but it had been paved with asphalt before I laid eyes on the place. I’m one of only three people on the street with room to pull my car in beside the yard, and this was another of the lot’s enchantments. Everyone else has to juggle and grab when it comes to parking spaces. Beyond the asphalt, grass leads into the backyard, which was constructed on two levels. The back lawns on either side of me rise steeply uphill, but when my house was built, someone had the wit to dig out most of the backyard; the upward tilt of the lower level is barely noticeable. The upper terrace, overgrown with honeysuckle when I bought the property, lies above a dry-built limestone wall and rises gently to another wall, half drywall, half old concrete. Each level is marked by a round cistern more than a yard in diameter; the city did not supply water to Newtown in its early days. And each level came with sturdy trees, a solitary black walnut below and, above, three specimens of something that I first identified as a slippery elm. But, more later about that mistaken ID.




  One of the first projects after I moved in was collapsing the lower cistern, which yawned voraciously, threatening to swallow anyone, including the dog, who didn’t pay attention to the lay of the land. I’d found a companion by then, and he arranged for several truckloads of topsoil to be hauled in as an antidote to red clay. He had a grand guy-time roaring about for an entire day on a rented Bobcat as he shoved the new dirt hither and yon before spreading it evenly. Predictably, grass seed was sown (I didn’t know any better then). Then chain-link fencing was erected to contain our Australian shepherd, Towsie. She had a fine time in her yard, digging holes and responding to neighboring barks, and she also dispatched two ’possums and a groundhog. That last was a serious triumph, for ground-hogs have very sharp teeth.




  Another project was grubbing out the honeysuckle rampant on the terrace, but, as with the cistern, I was not the one who labored. My elder son brought in his motorcycle club, and clad typically in beards, long hair, tattoos, and their riding colors, they spent a day uprooting vines, tilling the earth, and sowing grass seed. The price: all the soda and beer that they could drink.




  When I acquired the house, I had no idea when it might have been built. The courthouse had no records, nor did the private foundation that keeps an eye on the city’s architecture. Conjecture zeroed in on the turn of the century, 1899 to 1900. Then, eight years after moving in, I learned the precise answer in a surprising way. At that time I was spending spring and summer in the boonies of North Carolina with my companion who had become my husband, the Chief, a retired Navy man, but I often came north during those months for appointments with doctors and dentists or to tend to the needs of my ailing mother. During one brief trip, I began a dash out the front door for whatever errand was summoning me. The dash ended almost instantly, for there on my front porch stood two women, one tiny and elderly, the other taller and middle-aged, who asked if they might come in. They turned out to be mother and daughter, and the younger woman was taking her mother to visit all the places in which she’d lived during a long, long life. Of course they were invited inside, and of course we talked. Her father, Simon Early, had built the house in 1910, when she, Racheal, was seven years old. (Yes, that’s the proper spelling of her name.) And that was the year that she and her parents moved in. Two of her brothers were born in the house. Though she was well into her eighties, she traipsed upstairs and down. I learned that the house had always had indoor baths, one on each floor. And my upstairs laundry room had, in its original incarnation, served as the nursery. Her father, Mr. Early, had lived in the house until he died in 1949.




  “Oh, I remember, I remember,” she said, smiling. “It’s much the same. Would you like to see pictures?”




  Silly question. The old photographs showed the family, dignified father clad in suit and tie, gracious mother wearing a long lawn dress, Racheal in ruffles, and the three boys in knickers. One photo displayed the upside-down wedding cake chandelier. I learned about the yard, too. Mrs. Early had kept two milk cows in back of the house. And the concrete wall up on the terrace had once been part of a livery stable, accessible by an alley that still exists.




  It was at least five years after this encounter that we found the handwriting on the wall. That may sound dire, but it was not. Why it had never come to notice before is baffling. I think it was the Chief who spotted it—a fine example of Palmer penmanship gracefully inscribed in the plaster beside one of the wooden columns supporting the gingerbread arch. It reads:




  [image: August 18th 19 first 100-hundred - - - - - - - - Chas. E. Early]




  The meaning remains a mystery. Charles—a son, most likely—making much of his first earnings? Brought home on August 18, 1919? I’ll never know, but the words connect me with a stirring sweetness to the lives lived in this house.




  Tomato Haven was not established in 1983, the year that I moved in, for the month was August, and other tasks were at hand—unpacking boxes, arranging furniture, putting white paint over the hot pink that some misguided soul had used on the shelves of the dining room’s built-in breakfront, and, a short six weeks after moving in, falling terminally in love with the Chief. The only planting accomplished in 1983 was that of a climbing ‘Blaze’ rose, which the Chief purchased at a supermarket for $1.98 and installed on the south side of the front yard. Trunk now as big around as my wrist, it is still gloriously in place—gray house, white pillars, red roses. But as soon as May arrived the following year, the Chief and I were both out there removing grass and digging up a tomato patch on the yard’s north side. The south side was out of the question, for it supported a mammoth black walnut tree, probably a volunteer from a nut planted by a squirrel. Juglans nigra is notoriously unfriendly to any other kind of greenery that tries to gain a foothold near it. The reason is that the roots secrete a toxic substance, juglone, that poisons other vegetation. The tree had most successfully done in any competitors. The soil beneath it was bare, except for a few furtive patches of ground ivy.




  But the north side offered space for a garden. Thank goodness for male muscle! The job of breaking ground would have taken me weeks, for grass has stick-tight roots and the earth here is full of stones, ranging in size from peach pit to brick. But the Chief manned spade, shovel, hoe, and rake with unflagging vigor, and the tomato patch was created in a few days. In its creation, we sometimes felt like archaeologists, for the earth yielded all sorts of artifacts from days gone by—the rusted head of a rake, several marbles, bits of broken blue-and-white china, a doll’s porcelain arm, and an old key—the kind with an oval handle, a long stem, and a bit at the end. Eight ‘Big Boy’ tomatoes were planted in the newly turned earth, and, not being able to leave well enough alone, we also put in four ‘California Wonder’ bell peppers.




  Earth responded generously. No fertilizer had been applied, but the tomatoes grew fruit bigger than softballs, and the pepper plants not only provided peppers far larger than any I’ve ever seen in a supermarket but also developed woody stems more than an inch in diameter. It was as if the soil on our yard’s north side had become tired of grass, grass, grass, and nothing but grass. We gathered the bounty and rejoiced.




  The Chief also cut down that killer black walnut. And at the picnic after our July wedding in 1984, some of the guests used the massive trunk as a bench. Later, because black walnut provides a highly desirable wood for cabinetry, we tried to sell the trunk to a local buyer of timber, who turned it down on the grounds (unlikely we thought) that someone might have driven large nails or a spike into it, either of which would damage sawmill blades. The trunk and stouter limbs didn’t languish long in the yard, though.




  The man who made house calls to repair my increasingly cranky IBM typewriter asked what we planned to do with umpty board feet of black walnut. I shrugged. Did he know of anyone who might want it? Yes, his father, a retiree obsessed by woodcarving. The repairman sawed the trunk into shorter lengths and carted it off. Several weeks later, we were presented with the gleaming figure of a small black bear.




  I couldn’t have known it then, of course, but the felling of the walnut and the subsequent drenching of the yard in sunlight were the first omens that the yard had vast potential to become something more than just Tomato Haven. It could be Total Garden. But we spent the next eighteen springs and summers fishing and growing vegetables in North Carolina. Towsie went with us; after she died, we were accompanied by our Doberman, Sally, now forever in the Carolina earth. The opportunity for conversion did not arise.




  T H E G R A S S E X T E R M I N A T I O N P R O J E C T




  And, as it works, th’ industrious bee Computes its time as well as we.
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  How could such sweet and wholesome hours Be reckon’d, but with herbs and flowers!




  —Andrew Marvell,


  “Thoughts in a Garden”




  




  I’VE GARDENED ALL OF MY ADULT LIFE—FLOWERS, vegetables, shrubs. Touching earth, sowing seeds, planting seedlings, getting my hands dirty and my body sweaty have always been a source of intense pleasure. To watch a seed sprout and grow, to harvest and taste earth’s bounty is to partake of a recurring miracle. And, as Shirley Hibbard, a gardener and wise woman, said in 1877, “Contact with the brown earth cures all diseases.” Diseases—bleak, painful absences of ease—include those of the spirit as well as those of the body. So, to garden is also to find both high-flying joy and a solace for sorrow. It is a means of healing. And, after eighteen years of marriage, I needed healing after the Chief died early in the spring of 2002. But before he made his last journey, we had indulged in our usual garden dreaming, the seeds that he’d ordered had arrived, and the least I could do was plant them. To watch them sprout and grow would be a sort of resurrection.




  For every one of our eighteen years together, we’d worked vegetable gardens—or rather, he tilled, planted, and picked, while I picked and preserved. He loved both the labor and its results, and I held back, putting in flowers but letting him lord it over tomatoes, beans, squash, and a colorful, savory host of others. One garden soon became two, and each expanded every year until we were raising veggies on 5,000 square feet. That’s not just a vegetable patch; it’s a truck garden. We gave produce to friends, neighbors, the mail carrier, the UPS man, and the FedEx woman. But in the Chief’s last few years, illness robbed him of strength. So, each spring he would arrange for a man to turn the soil thoroughly with our heavy tiller. Then, from start to finish, I would make the crop. The task became easy when the Chief presented me with a mini-tiller, a little twenty-pound machine that purred up and down the aisles between the rows. We’d never had a cleaner garden. But the Carolina days came to an end the March that he died. I chose then to live full-time in the town of my growing up and in the gray frame house where he had died and in back of which we’d once established Tomato Haven.




  But the patch in which we’d grown those supernally large tomatoes and peppers no longer existed. Grass and weeds had long since commandeered bare earth. Clearly, if I wanted homegrown tomatoes without having to make a trip to one of the local farmers’ markets, I’d have to get rid of some grass. Some grass? Why not all of the grass? A neighbor borrowed a heavy-duty tiller and churned up the strip that had once been and would again be Tomato Haven. I set to work on the front yard myself. From yard to garden—that was the aim.




  Yard and garden—both words come from the Old High German gart, which referred to a small enclosed, sometimes paved space beside a dwelling. It was an unembellished outdoor extension of the house. Somewhere along the way, garden entered the picture—an ornamented yard, an area lush with greenery and flowers, a place productive of fruits and vegetables, a haven for the spirit. I thought, Out with the yard! In with gardens front and back!




  All our garden tools had been brought north—everything from the mini-tiller to hoes, shovels, and dandelion-digger, as well as a wooden glider to perch on when my back and knees had had enough of labors. And that leads me to an important garden precept:
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    Seating arrangements—chairs, benches, gliders—suit a garden, be they for resting, sitting to read, bird-watching, or lazing in the evening to admire fireflies.
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  The five-gallon buckets that used to hold drywall compound—those buckets that we filled, sometimes two at a time, with Carolina tomatoes—came north, too, along with my lightweight three-legged stool. So, gloved, sitting upon my tripod, and wielding a short-handled hoe, I began work on the front yard in April of 2002. The goal on pleasant days was one five-gallon bucket of extracted turf. The green stuff on the north side of the yard, including weeds, was completely grubbed up that first year, and so was some on the south side, for I’d brought plants from Carolina, too—sunny yellow irises (Iris species), lemon yellow and double orange daylilies (Hemerocallis), a yellow-flowered sedum, double coreopsis (Coreopsis grandiflora), oregano (Origanum vulgare), and beargrass (Yucca filamentosa), which is sometimes called Adam’s thread and needle because of the leaves’ sharp terminal points and the little white filaments that curl outward along their edges.




  Those plants from Carolina are living links between Then and Now. They are an umbilical cord through which the Past sustains and nourishes the Present.




  The following year, the grass on the front yard’s south side had been totally exterminated. Part of it is now a cucumber patch in the summer and a cole-crop patch in the fall. My journal records the first bright yellow cuke blossoms in early June, the first fruit three weeks later. The variety is one called ‘Little Leaf’, and its leaves are tiny indeed—I can conceal one with my palm. The cukes (Cucumis sativa) are short and plump, a variety suited to pickling, but those in my garden are mostly destined for the refillable pot that stays all summer long in the refrigerator—cukes and onions sliced razor-thin and marinated in equal parts of vinegar and water. Those that escape the refrigerator pot will go into salads or be given to family members, friends, and even passersby.




  Why cucumbers in the front yard? Because they don’t thrive in the backyard vegetable patch, where they were planted late in the first spring of my full-time return to Staunton, but I’ll give the reason for that later. Nor are the cukes the only plants in front. They occupy a middle ground encircled not only by the Carolina transplants and the climbing ‘Blaze’ rose (Rosa x odorata) that the Chief put in more than two decades ago but also by newly acquired golden and peach-colored daylilies, ‘Patriot’ plantain lilies (Hosta fortunei) with green and white variegated leaves, tickseed (Coreopsis verticillata) with ferny leaves, fiendishly bright blanket flowers of the variety known as ‘Goblin’ (Gaillardia aristata), sweet peppers (Capsicum annuum), and one so-called “cowhorn” pepper (C. annuum), which develops a slender, curved fruit ten inches long. That pepper is actually a variety of cayenne, with considerable heat—30,000 units—on the Scoville scale. It turns riotously red.




  No vegetables grow on the north side. That territory is divided among four tribes. One is perennial flowers—irises, columbine (Aquilegia x hybrida), black-eyed Susan (Rudbeckia hirta), dusty miller (Centaurea cineraria), and more blanket flowers. In their company are several summer snowflakes (Leucojum aestivum), which almost met doom. We had transplanted them from North Carolina in the 1980s but were never in Staunton during their spring bloom-time, and every year they were mowed down before they flowered. But some long-concealed vitality emerged in the second spring of my return to Tomato Haven: leaves rose, stalks emerged, and sprouted buds that opened into small, nodding white bells with faint green stripes. The second tribe on the north side consists of sedums and sempervivums, some green or silvery gray (Sedum cauticolum and others), some with bloodred edges on their dark green leaves (Sedum spurium, also called ‘Dragon’s Blood’); they flower pink, rose, and yellow. The third tribe is that of perennial herbs—oregano (O. vulgare), thyme (Thymus vulgaris), winter savory (Satureja montana), tarragon (Artemesia dracunculus), chives (Allium schoenoprasum), creeping rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis), and sage (Salvia officinalis). The fourth tribe, that of treekind, is represented by a single miniature species of Japanese origin, Acer palmatum dissectum, which means “deeply cut palmate maple.” The label placed on it in the nursery also gives it the common name of ‘Crimson Queen Laceleaf Maple’, and its delicate, deeply incised little leaves show crimson in the spring with dark green emerging as summer comes in, though the lacy foliage on new twiglets is totally crimson. The red color protects new leaves from being burnt by the sun. Nor are maples the only trees that use this color to ward off harm; the new leaves of redbud (Cercis canadensis), for one, are scarlet. And, fly over a jungle, you may see much red in the canopy. Autumn turns the little maple’s leaves bright red, and with the first black frost, they flutter to the ground in a single night. I have been fussed at by a professor, who teaches botany at the local college, for planting a nonnative species. But the yard is small—only a tiny tree suits it, and the maple is quite at home amid the herbs, not one of which, except for tarragon, is native to the New World. (The backyard, where extermination is still underway, is chock-full of aliens—dandelions, common mallows, ground ivy, honeysuckle, and others, many of which were imported intentionally by early settlers.) Yearly, a few annuals join the front yard’s motley company—zinnias (Zinnia elegans and Z. hybrida) and petite marigolds (Tagetes patula) housed in a one-by-three-foot wooden planter. With the blanket flowers, they provide gaudy color—a soft explosion of yellow, red, pink, and orange—until the first hard frost strikes.




  How do I chose plants for the front yard? Partly because the color of a particular flower or leaf enchants. Partly because experience tells me that certain varieties are sure to grow. But with something new, something totally untried, a precept is at work:
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    Know your plant-hardiness zone and know, as well, what a plant needs in the way of soil and sunshine. Good catalogues will give all the information that you require, but also consult your gardening friends. Inquire, too, at local garden centers—not the super-stores that also carry plants in season—but with people intimately familiar with your area.
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  So that I can tread lightly among the plants without stepping on any (save the thyme that’s wonderfully fragrant when it’s crushed), rose-colored hexagonal pavers make a gently winding path from the front walk to the cold frame on the yard’s north side. Nor are pavers the only places to put my feet. Flatter pieces of native limestone, dug up as I cleared away the grass, fill in some corners. And when I first attempted to excavate a hole for the little maple, I discovered a most peculiar object—a metal box, its six-by-three-inch top stamped with a W in the center of a circle formed by the words, “Dayton Supply, Dayton, O.” It was the successor to the cisterns in back—a primitive sort of meter, installed when the city’s mains began delivering water to Newtown. Goodness only knows how long it’s been out of use, but it does mark the site of the present waterline—not a good place to try planting a tree, even a tiny one. Surrounded by pavers, the meter is back in use now as part of the path—which leads me to a precept:
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    Gardens deserve paths, be they winding or straight. And paths may be made of many materials, from stone through metal to bioglop, the last being a combination of inorganic and organic materials—Portland cement, sand, peat moss, and water—that can be formed into whatever shapes the maker desires. Paths may even be grassy. Their purpose is to help feet step between the plants, not on them.
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  The two-level backyard is still striving for a grassless state, with half of its lower level now cleared. Fruit-bearing pear trees (Pyrus communis) have been installed there, and a Norway spruce (Picea abies), once a four-foot Tannenbaum decked with tinsel, lights, and ornaments, now towers taller than my three-story house. I’ve put in red currant bushes (Ribes rubrum), as well, and made two sizeable vegetable patches. The lower backyard also includes some shrubs—bridal wreath (Spiraea x prunifolia) and rose-of-Sharon (Hibiscus syriacus)—that came with the house back in 1983 and were surely planted long before that. The upper level, a terrace shaded by what I’d thought were slippery elms, still retains much weedy grass, but that kind of green stuff is on its way out, at least in imagination. ‘King Alfred’ daffodils (Narcissus pseudonarcissus), descended from daffs grown in North Carolina by the Chief’s father in the 1930s, have for years made a flourish of golden trumpets in the spring. (Note to the professor of botany: daffodils are an introduced species.) The daffs have recently been joined by azaleas ‘Elsie Lee’, a cultivar loaded with lavender blossoms, and ‘Hilda Niblett’, notable for bearing peach-colored flowers and white ones on the same bush. And one fern (species unknown) already unfurls its green grace up there; it was given by a woman who was ripping ferns out of a shady flower border beside her house on the grounds that they were as pushy as weeds. Mind’s eye revels in visions of more azaleas adding their blossom-light to the terrace in spring, and more ferns uncoiling their cool green fronds.




  As for those putative slippery elms, it took twenty years for me to learn their true identity. A friend, who had brought perennial flowers her garden to set in mine, said, “Oh, you have hackberries!” And so I do— Celtis occidentalis. To my credit, it is a member of the Elm family. To my discredit I should have recognized it, for a Carolina neighbor had a huge specimen in his yard, but he didn’t call it “hackberry.” He called it “warty bark.” And that aptly describes the protuberant bumps on its trunk and limbs.




  As I’ve said, the open space surrounding my house is not much bigger than a postage stamp, and this smallness makes it manageable. The entire front yard, not including the walk, contains fewer than 260 square feet. The lower level in back has the greatest area at about 2,000 square feet, while the shady upper level accounts for just over 400 square feet. The whole, some 2,660 square feet of arable land in all, is only half the size of our North Carolina truck garden.




  I can handle that. Out with the grass!




  Why should I desire ardently to exterminate the grass? Whence came this itch, the only cure for which is to grub the green blades out by their stubborn little roots and put in all else? Every other front and backyard on the street has a lawn—as did my yard, once upon a time. Most also are decked with trees and shrubs, and some have gardens—irises, lilies, salvia, chrysanthemums—along with the grass. Most of the yards in town are similar, though a few have indulged in Total Gardens, especially in the front yards that occupy steep, hard-to-mow banks in this hilly town. But isn’t grass easier to care for than gardens? Yes, and then again, no. Yes, if it’s allowed to grow like Topsy and include lots of weeds: all that’s needed then is an occasional pass with the lawn mower. Most of the lawns on my street fall into this category; they are abundantly green, but much of that verdant color comes from weeds like plantain, wild violets, and the inevitable dandelions. But no, they are not easier to care for if perfection is insisted on: grass and nothing but grass. That makes for a monoculture, and monocultures, be they lawns or timber-company pine plantations, are blinkered, single-minded places, in which habitats are lost and chemicals—herbicides, pesticides, fertilizers—must be used to maintain the status quo.




  I grubbed out grass and wondered about the human yen for green. Where does the idea of Lawn come from? Where, its practice and seemingly endless expanses? So, I started grubbing for answers, too, checking into various views of Lawn and into theories of why it exists. My New Hampshire cousin, Bess, proprietor of a ten-acre hayfield and an unassuming patch of grass around her house, cut respectively by a local farmer and a landscaping company, says,“To sell lawn mowers, that’s what grass is for. Oh, and if you have kids, to play ball on.” And naturalist David Quammen, in an essay called “Rethinking the Lawn,” writes of his certainty, in his teenaged days, that lawns were dreamed up by the Communists to keep suburban youngsters in America from giving their energies to tasks more thrilling than mowing vast acres of greensward; in his view, riding a lawn mower was a devious way of diverting thought from riding Sputnik into outer space. In his later years, he recanted for a while and maintained a standard swath of grass. But today, his tools a hammock and a copy of Leaves of Grass, he favors a yard that’s gone native and turned into meadow.




  Lawn is a more serious matter, of course, than these two commentators might indicate. Grass itself, in many varieties, has been around for some seventy million years. Lawn consists of grass, of course, but it’s made of rigorously selected varieties and is called “turfgrass” by the specialists. That redundant word—“turf” alone would do—was coined in the twentieth century by the landscaping industry to differentiate the stuff from other members of the Graminiae, the Grain family, which includes food crops like wheat and maize that are usually planted in fields, not yards and parks. Areas devoted to grass have been around for millennia but morphed into Lawn as we know it today only about three hundred years ago, a mere blip of time in the uncountable eons that have passed since the planet cooled and its chemistry made life possible. Once upon a fairly recent time, “lawn” referred to untilled ground, a glade in the woods, or a pasture. “Lawn” in its modern sense of a piece of soil intentionally planted with grass and closely mowed did not appear in the English language until 1733, when the Gardeners Dictionary, written by one Mr. Miller, said this: “Lawn is a great Plain in a Park, or a spacious Plain adjoining to a noble Seat. . . . As to the Situation of a Lawn, it will be best in the Front of the House, and to be open to the neighboring Country and not pent up with Trees.”




  The first incident that prefigured the making of the modern Lawn occurred about fourteen thousand years ago when humankind clambered out of its biologically ordained hunting-gathering niche by learning to domesticate plants and animals. Grass had always been part of the human experience, but the new era of farming meant that people, not grass, were in control. Neanderthals and Cro-Magnons, however, didn’t plant lawns, although they may have had something similar, but not for aesthetic or recreational reasons. What they had was something that later developed into the village green, a special place where domesticated animals could graze close to human habitation (no one wanted to go running through the woods to look for them). A text on turfgrass science says, “This grazing system was an act of survival for both the man and his animals. The closely cropped grass became a symbol which exists today as a basis for landscaping around homes, businesses, in parks, and other places of beauty. It also served as a playground for young and old.” (Child, wash off your feet before you dare enter this house.) But despite the well-mowed look of a village green, it took a prodigiously long time for us to realize that we ran the show when it came to this green stuff that we don’t eat because, unlike cows, sheep, deer, and giraffes—ruminants with quadripartite stomachs—we can’t digest it.
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