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PREFACE
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This book began fifteen years ago when I sent a story about my coastal garden to the editor of the Island Breeze, a monthly newspaper on the Outer Banks of North Carolina. The column was accepted for publication and I was invited to continue writing for the Breeze. And was paid to do so!

Little did that editor know that the columns would have been written without pay. Little did I know that I was beginning an adventure that continues to this day and has become one of my life’s most satisfying endeavors.

I have never lost the excitement of seeing my work in print or the feeling of surprise when strangers respond to something I write. Publication is an exhilarating and affirming experience.

Writing these columns has connected me to my garden and to other people’s gardens in an extraordinary way. I quickly realized that gardening is more than gardening. It is a process of discovery about the world and about ourselves.

On a less mystical note, a garden is, or should be, a source of inordinate joy for the gardener. When a garden becomes laborious instead of a labor of love, when joy is lost, the gardener must change herself or the garden or both.

Earthly Delights: Gardening by the Seasons the Easy Way is about the changes I have experienced over the years, both in myself and in the gardens I have tended. Because I cannot imagine life without a garden, I have spent these writing and gardening years looking for ways to garden leisurely and efficiently so that limited time and increasing age would not hinder me.

My garden is in the South because that is where I live. However, I do not regard it as a Southern garden or myself as a Southern gardener. The plants I grow are limited or enhanced by our climate, but the strategies I use and the pleasure my garden gives me have nothing to do with state lines or first frost dates.

Actually, I have two gardens. One is on a coastal island. Buffeted by wind, tides, and salt spray as well as drought, this garden keeps me humble. I might consider it a failure if I did not find something to enjoy every single time I see it.

The other garden, the one most of this book is about, wraps around the house where we have lived for forty years. The lawn and grapevines belong to my husband, but the garden is mine and it is a treasure. Few days go by when I do not stroll among the borders and beds, enjoying the changes and surprises that never cease.

In this book, I share strategies and observations as gardeners share seeds and cuttings. We offer favorite bits of our garden to friends, assuming that someday they will pass them onto others. I can think of few human activities that enable participants to connect in this remarkable way with one another and with posterity.

Regard this book as a collection of offshoots, not from my garden but from my gardening life. I hope you will be entertained and informed, but, more than anything, I hope you will discover the joy of creating your own glorious garden, the easy way.
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CHAPTER 1

Breaking Ground
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When a garden becomes laborious instead of a labor of love,
when joy is lost, the gardener must change herself
or the garden or both.




True Confessions of a Leisurely Gardener


You might as well learn the truth right off the bat. I am as lazy a gardener as you are likely to meet, even though I tend a mixed border of perennials, annuals, herbs, and shrubs that is about 100 feet long and over eight feet deep. In addition, I have a woodland garden as well as assorted beds I create or enlarge whenever the mood strikes and my husband is not paying attention.

I begin most days with a purposeful walk around my garden, sometimes for five minutes and sometimes, when one thing leads to another, for an hour or so. I always carry a pocketknife or clippers, because, if I had to stop my stroll and search for a tool when I am ready to snip a cutting or trim a wayward branch, I would forget my mission and start doing something else. On a purposeful walk, focus is everything.

Not only do I spend minimal time doing whatever tasks beckon on a particular day, but I am also away from my garden for weeks at a time even during the hottest part of the summer. Until a few years ago, I had no irrigation system other than that provided by Mother Nature, and we all know just how unreliable she is in July and August.

Let me tell you what else I do not do. I might as well reveal the whole truth at once. I do not till; I do not have a compost pile that needs turning; and I do not use herbicides, fungicides, or insecticides (except against fire ants, which I might nuke if I had the resources). I have a gardening staff of one, and she is writing this book.

The secret to my success and sunny disposition? My garden plots were originally lawn I left in place but blanketed with layers of newspaper, which, in turn, were covered with a thick layer of compost and then a layer of mulch. I continue to add shredded leaves, pinestraw, and hay for year-round mulch. In my coastal garden, I use dried seaweed. The goal is to find free or inexpensive mulching material and use it lavishly.

Contrary to expert advice, I never remove this mulch but let it incorporate itself into the soil, adding humus and tilth, which is the stuff those of us who garden in either clay or sand need badly. It is not long before earthworms come to the feast.

After all, is this not the natural process? In the woods, leaves drop and no one rakes. The only digging that occurs is that of entrepreneurs scraping soil from the woods to bag and sell. This is the stuff we buy! As a result of my on-the-spot mulching process, my sand has become sandy loam, dark and humusy, a pleasure to plant in and to show off to fellow gardeners.

When should you start mulching? Immediately, and never stop. When you finish reading the morning newspaper, add it to the pile you intended to take to the recycling center and start recycling in your own garden. Wherever weeds or unwanted grass grow, put down a newspaper layer eight to ten sheets thick, cover with the mulch of your choice, and, if no rain is imminent, hose down to settle the stack.

Make sure the newspaper sheets overlap so no light reaches the soil. The purpose of the newspaper is to deprive seeds and weeds of the light they need to germinate and grow. If you use mulch alone, weeds will probably grow right through, saying as they emerge, “Thank you for the shade.” It is the newspaper layer that tells weeds you are serious.

Not only do I use newspaper to retain moisture and discourage weeds, but I also use the same process to start new beds and add to old ones. I put newspaper down (again, eight to ten sheets thick) where I want the new garden plot, cover it with mulch, wait a season or two, and the soil is ready to plant.

The newspaper decomposes slowly, weeds and grass are starved for light, and they give up the ghost. The soil is friable and moist, ready for planting, and I have not picked up a trowel, let alone a tiller.

Kitchen scraps (vegetable and fruit peels, leftovers that cannot be served one more time, scrapings from plates, eggshells, dryer lint—anything but meat or fat) go into a bucket under the sink. When the bucket is full I take it out to the garden, lift up some mulch, and tuck it in where it can do the most good.

I return the mulch I had removed, perhaps adding to it if it has thinned out, and stomp on the pile. The scraps quickly become compost and I have not gone through the laborious task of piling it up, brown on green, and turning it, let alone taking its temperature.

So there you have it: the basic process that lets me be a leisurely gardener, liberating me from bothersome tasks such as weeding, tilling, digging up grass, or turning a compost pile. As a result, I am freed to pursue the far more pleasurable pastimes of picking, cutting, and feeling smug as I admire the view.




Just Say No to Unpleasant Tasks


My garden looks best as fall begins, but in early spring (or late winter, if you are a stickler for facts) every day brings surprises. It is my favorite time of the year. I love to discover new buds on deciduous shrubs, bright green leaves emerging from the earth, tiny seedlings breaking through the mulch. As I crawl around on hands and knees, I realize once again that I am a rich woman indeed.

Of course, many of these discoveries are true surprises because I continually forget where I put things . . . keys, glasses, pocketknives, larkspur . . . which gives me the opportunity to be overjoyed when I stumble across the missing items. I am a gardener with trowels and pruners scattered around the yard so I do not have to search too hard to find a tool before the urge to plant or trim evaporates.

At any rate, spring is a grand time to be a gardener. It is also a time when lots of gardening advice is bandied about, but it seems to me that much of this advice makes gardening sound unpleasant and problematic. All this talk about eradicating weeds and spraying roses and double-digging is enough to discourage anyone with a grain of laziness.

Why do we make growing seem difficult when it is a natural process that goes on quite well, thank you, without human assistance? Look at the forests, the marshes, the weed patch . . . happily thriving without our interference.

A garden is in many ways a struggle against nature. When we start a garden, the first task we have to do is clear out the natural vegetation and then mold the space to our liking: a hedge here, a perennial bed there, a tree placed just so.

That is the greatest joy of gardening, I think. We create Eden to our own taste. But we can also make our gardening lives easier and more fruitful if we think about what nature does quite well and about why we garden. If you garden because you enjoy arduous labor, self-destruction, and constant frustration, stop reading right now. We are from different planets.

I garden because I love watching plants grow, beginning with their emergence from the soil to their final adieu as crackling stalks and seedpods. I love the colors of every season and the joy of sharing with friends. I have neither time nor energy to waste on tasks that diminish my pleasure.

To my way of thinking, simple (and painless) gardening is preferable and kinder not only to me and my joints but to the environment as well. The following is a list of tasks I avoid:

1. I do not like the smell or feel of chemical fertilizers, so I do not use them and my garden flourishes.

2. I do not like to dig (and my husband is not crazy about it either), so I mulch where I want garden plots to be and let everything sit for a season or two until I have rich, friable, grassless earth for planting.

3. Until we installed a well, I did not water my garden more than three or four times between June and September, not because I disliked watering but because I was away much of the summer. I mulched my garden with three or four inches of pinestraw, hay, and shredded leaves. When I did water with soaker hoses hidden beneath the mulch, I saturated the soil to keep plant roots deep. Short spurts of watering encourage shallow roots that depend on the gardener to keep the moisture coming. I like plants (and people) to be self-reliant—or at least not to rely on me.

4. I do not like to weed and I certainly do not want to add herbicides to the water supply, so I mulch my garden with three or four inches of pinestraw, hay, and shredded leaves. (I know I have already said this, but mulch is worth repetition.) The few weeds that come up through the mulch are easily pulled from soft, moist earth. If weeds persist, I smother them with newspaper and more mulch. I am smarter, bigger, and more stubborn than any weed that shows up on my turf.

5. I do like to mow, but not a lot. Grass seems overrated to me as a visual delight, so I enlarge my borders and naturalized areas to cut down on turf. You may be thinking grass is pretty easy to care for compared to a perennial bed or vegetable patch, but which is worth doing well?

6. I hate, really hate, turning a compost pile and there is no chance my husband will volunteer to do it. Instead, I collect vegetable scraps, dryer lint, and other such stuff in a bucket under my kitchen sink. When my bucket is full, I take it to the garden and slip the contents under the mulch wherever I want some compost, stepping on it to break down the raw materials.

No matter how fierce winter has been, spring is bound to come, so get ready to enjoy your garden. Choose your objectives, set priorities, and concentrate your labor where it really matters. Garden to feast your eyes and stomach, to stir your soul, but certainly not to strain your back.




Give Me Five . . . or Ten


People who know my reluctant approach to housework will be surprised to know that I read the newspaper column, “Hints from Heloise.” While I never cease to be amazed that there are rational human beings cleaning windowsills with Q-tips, I always appreciate suggestions for organizing my life.

A few weeks ago, Heloise gave this advice: “Think five.” When you open a messy drawer, throw out five items. When you tidy your closet, get rid of five tired garments or empty shoe boxes. When you clean your desk, throw away five pieces of paper. Anyone can do this. Five is so doable, even for sluggards.

I wish I could tell you that this Rule of Five has changed my housekeeping habits and my home is now pristine. I cannot tell a lie, but I have eliminated a lot of stuff by forcing myself to discard at least five items at a time.

Not surprisingly, the Rule of Five has gone outdoors with me and now applies to weeds, brambles, pruning, plant moving, and other garden tasks. I see one briar, I pull it up and find at least four more before I stop. If I prune one wayward branch, I look around for four more before going on to more appealing pastimes. Or sometimes I pull or prune another five . . . or ten . . . or fifteen.

I realize that other gardeners work all day cleaning out a border and then start tidying up somewhere else the next day. I admire their persistence and single-mindedness. I wish I were like them.

But I am easily distracted. For instance, I just took a pail of kitchen scraps out to a pawpaw tree I had planted. I dumped the scraps a few inches from the little trunk, covered them with mulch, and stepped on the mulch to break down the scraps that are already becoming compost.

I had intended to come into the house immediately to write this chapter, but there was a briar encircling the pawpaw so I pulled it up. My inclination was to then check on the larkspur but, instead of doing that, I made myself pull up four more briars and then I pulled up another five.

Tired of eradicating briars, I went to look at the larkspur, thinned seedlings for five minutes, and then picked up five of the grapevine branches pruned by my husband. He is good at clipping but not picking up after himself. Isn’t that a surprise?

Picking up my compost pail, I headed for the house by way of the back border where there were more weeds to pull and bare spots in need of mulch. I admired some dwarf veronica (Veronica peduncularis ‘Georgia Blue’), just three inches tall and in full royal blue bloom, and thought how nice it would look under daffodils.

I dug up five little veronica plugs and replanted three where daffodils have emerged. I have trowels stuck all over the garden for occasions like this, firmly believing that plants should be divided when inspiration strikes and before memory fades.

After planting three veronicas, I potted up the other two tiny plants. I checked the tomato plants in the greenhouse, went to look for my compost pail that I had put down somewhere, and finally headed back to the word processor.

Now that I have introduced the Rule of Five, let me refer to an even handier Rule of Green Thumb: Gently cut back almost every single plant after it blooms, whether it is an annual, perennial, or shrub. Annuals and most perennials will rebloom. Even crepe myrtles rebloom if seedheads are removed.

With shrubs, pruning encourages new growth for next year’s blossoms. For example, cut back azaleas when blooms fade and they will spend the summer growing leaves and setting buds in preparation for next spring. Cut them back in the fall or late winter and you will have nothing but foliage when neighbors’ azaleas are heralding spring.

Cut back buddleia and lantana in early spring. Butterfly bushes (Buddleia davidii) should be cut back to about seven inches, even though by late February they are probably leafing out. This is a plant that becomes weedy if unpruned, and the blooms occur on new wood anyway.

In late winter or early spring, I cut the oldest stems of abelia and late-blooming spirea down to the ground (still sticking to the Rule of Five) and many of the other stems by half. Adhering to the Rule of Green Thumb, I trim early-blooming spireas this way after the flowers fade.

If you have hydrangeas that bloom on new wood, cut them to the ground in late winter. If you are not sure, leave them alone and be observant this year. Make notes on your calendar or in your journal about the blooming patterns, indicating whether they should be cut back in late winter or after they bloom this summer.

If foliage plants such as hollies, cleyera, and pittosporum are leggy and overgrown, cut them down to twelve to eighteen inches to reshape them. You will make me happy if you pledge not to shear them into boxes, pyramids, or balls. Let shrubs grow as nature intends, trimming here and there, now and then, to keep them within bounds and shapely.

So much for garden rules. No penalty for breaking them . . . except the possibility of a year without blooms. You may lose a plant or two by dividing at the wrong time of year, but so what? Plants forgive much more readily than people, and they are easily replaced when we do them in.




Garden Smarter


Like most avid readers I clip items that I think will come in handy some day or that I plan to read when I get the time. Occasionally I pass these nuggets on to family and friends, but usually I file them away “for later.”

Recently I took out a file to prepare a gardening program I call “Adapting to the Facts of Life.” It is a topic I think about frequently since I am fast reaching the point when I must do some adapting myself.

Tucked in among the articles about ergonomic garden tools, stretching exercises, and posture was this neat little gem: An hour of swimming, weight training, or walking briskly uses 270 calories; an hour of gardening uses 340.

Here is more good news: An hour of housework uses a mere 180 calories. Hardly worth the bother. An hour of medium aerobics uses 395 calories and running five and a half miles, 588. In terms of calorie count, gardening may not be the champion, but I cannot think of a more pleasurable way to work off a piece of chocolate cake.

Of course, gardening does a whole lot more than use up calories. Unless you have turned your garden into a stress-creating project (and I have known gardeners who do this), you are well aware of your garden’s therapeutic quality.

You cannot stay angry when immersed in the delights your garden provides, or at least I cannot. Fifteen minutes of dividing perennials to plant elsewhere or to share with friends, and I forget who or what provoked my ire.

Unless your brain is bigger than mine, you cannot think about your troubles or ponder the world’s problems as you decide what to plant in that empty spot in midborder or as you clip the top of the hedge to give sunlight to the bottom.

Since I chose as my gardening role model a woman who died at 96, probably with shovel in hand, I am taking steps to ensure that I too will have my hands in the dirt long into my dotage.

Ruth Stout, the author of How to Have a Green Thumb without an Aching Back, toiled in the rocky soil of Connecticut and threw most of her effort into the cultivation of vegetables. For a year she ate only what she could eat raw. She occasionally gardened in the nude.

We differ on several counts. I am always clothed while outdoors, and most of my favorite foods are cooked. I regard Stout as my mentor because she taught me to compost by tucking vegetable peels and garden trimmings under the mulch rather than fooling with a laborintensive compost pile. She taught me to mulch generously, with hay, leaves, newspaper, or other material, to deprive weed seeds of light and to conserve moisture.

She taught me to take life easy, to treasure the small delights of a garden, and to recognize the endless satisfaction to be garnered from a plot of ground. And, best of all, she taught me that I too could continue to do so all my life.

Here are a few steps I am taking to assure that I will never, in this lifetime, have to give up the pleasures of a garden. I mulch so I do not have to pull weeds. I try out tools before buying them to make sure they do not aggravate the arthritis in my thumbs or strain my shoulder muscles.

My husband and I just bought our first riding lawn mower, complete with leaf vacuum, because we know the day will come when pushing a mower is more than we can do, and raking our tree-filled yard is already too much of a chore.

An alternative is to hire someone else to mow and rake, and I would do this happily. However, I am married to a man who values independence beyond the point most folks consider reasonable. At 75, he still crawls under the car to change his oil to make sure it is done right. What more can I say?

But some tasks machines cannot do. You have to do them yourself. In doing these jobs, I make a point of varying my movements. I rake fifteen minutes and then do something else. I prune fifteen minutes and then pot up seedlings. I push the wheelbarrow while gathering pinecones, then I dig a few holes or pull up wayward ivy.

The point is to vary tasks so you change the stress on your body. Most aches and pains are caused by repetitive motions that continue too long. Limit the hardest jobs to brief periods. Complete them over days rather than in a single session. Of course, not doing them at all is an option.

Think in terms of growing in containers or having raised beds built. I have two friends, one with arthritis and the other a paraplegic, who garden successfully in raised beds they can reach across and tend comfortably.

As we grow older or experience physical ailments, we need not give up gardening. We need to garden smarter by cutting down the area we cultivate and by choosing plants that require less care. Hire someone to help. Buy machines that perform miracles.

Whatever accommodations you make, do not give up gardening or any other pastime that brings you joy or enhances your life. At 96, Ruth Stout was thinking about next spring, and we should do the same.




Getting Personal in the Garden


Not long ago I went on a tour of houses and gardens in a historic Southern city. Naturally I was more interested in gardens than home décor, but, in one of the houses, I noticed a framed quotation that caught my interest: “Show me your garden and I shall tell you what you are.”

The author is Alfred Wustin, and I know nothing about him. I think the statement is presumptuous, but I sure know where Alfred was going with it. The choices we make for our gardens reflect our personalities. One choice after another distinguishes our garden from any other. Just as a painting is uniquely an artist’s, a garden is (or should be) uniquely the gardener’s, a sum of the creative choices he or she makes.

The question is, for whose pleasure is the garden created? If your garden is for the neighbors, passersby, the garden club, or someone other than yourself, then your best choice may be to hire a landscaper to do it for you. He or she will do it faster, more efficiently, and perhaps even more cheaply in the long run.

I see too many gardens that look as if they came from a kit, even when they were planned by the owners themselves. In fact, some of these impersonal and same-old, same-old gardens are in the aforementioned historic city, on tour! I assume Alfred would tell the owners they are bores or stodgy sticks-in-the-mud.

I hope readers of these pages can say with confidence, “This garden is mine. I make choices to delight myself. It is a mirror of my soul.”

Once you establish that your garden is for you, think in terms of your own pleasures and habits. Do you want a garden that tests your perseverance, challenges you physically, makes your muscles ache? I have nothing to say to you, so you might as well stop reading.

Do you want a garden that is pleasurable to maintain? A joy to behold? A place to sit and ponder? A source of entertainment while standing at the sink? Do you want flowers for the house and for sharing with friends?

In other words, think about what you want your garden to do. A garden, if it is to mirror your soul, needs to enrich your life on a daily basis. It should be a good friend you want to visit often and to know intimately.

By all means, choose a location for your garden that invites frequent visiting. Not only does an appropriate location mean that you will see more of your garden, but you will also maintain it easily, pulling a weed here or clipping a spent bloom there as you stroll.

One of my first gardening efforts was a perennial border, a narrow strip in front of a hedge across the back of our acre lot. It might as well have been in my neighbor’s yard. My next project was an herb garden, even farther away, closer to my neighbor’s kitchen than to mine.

Needless to say, I used few herbs and the perennials were overtaken by weeds. This was before I began suppressing weeds with newspapers and mulch, but the basic problem was making dumb choices in locating my gardens.

If they had been closer to our house and on my daily route, I might have regularly pulled a few weeds, picked herbs for the pot, and enjoyed the day-by-day changes that gardens make.

Concentrate your efforts where you and your family will enjoy your garden most. I suggest you use two perspectives: one looking out from the house and another in the yard itself.

A garden I visited recently is a visual delight from the sunroom because the owners (who are in their eighties) made choices to fit their lifestyle. The sunroom is where they sit at every opportunity, and what a panorama they have outside those windows. Birds perch, butterflies pause, the garden itself basks in attention.

Your outdoor decision making should focus on an area (or areas) where you walk and sit. Have in mind a path for yourself and visitors. Create garden spaces that bring different pleasures. Put benches where you want guests to stop. Think of yourself as a theatrical director who not only designs the set but also moves the actors.

Except in the coldest climates, most of us are able to have attractive gardens all year, especially if we select plants with foliage that provides something interesting to look at, even when we have no flowers. The choices of foliage are more important (and usually less attended to) than the choices we make in flowers. Blooms come and go much too quickly, but even deciduous foliage lasts three seasons and evergreens are, well, always green.

But, even with a four-season garden, you need to choose a season or two when your garden is at its most spectacular (unless you have the staff and wherewithal of a botanical garden). Although most gardeners choose spring as their “best season,” my own garden peaks in early fall. To achieve this autumn glory, I choose plants that bloom from late August until the first hard frost.

I find that spring takes care of itself since most perennials and annuals are in first flower and I am thrilled that winter is over. Everything is new. In fall, however, my garden is lush and excessive. Plants overlap and stems twist around, emerging through foliage of other plants. The garden is full of surprises.

Is it important to you that bloom colors coordinate with one another? Do you want serenity or pizzazz? Do you love chartreuse? Burgundy? Cool or hot? All white? The choices are yours . . . all of them. Keep in mind: None of the choices is necessarily permanent and none of them, not one, is so wrong it ruins a life.




The Grand Tourist


Chances are, if you are a gardener, you will be going on a garden tour or two this spring. I love garden tours, myself, whether I am visiting a neighbor’s garden, a public garden, or a group of private gardens open for visitors on a particular day. A garden that is on tour is usually at its best, primped and primed for weeks for the occasion.

A friend of mine was coaxed into putting her garden on tour to benefit her local Master Gardener organization. She has worked for months, bypassing social events, good books, and who knows what else to get her garden ready for folks who will visit in April. This garden is always a treat to see, and I cannot wait to visit when it is all dressed up for the party. However, I am glad it is not my garden.

Occasionally gardens are open for touring any time. You will see small signs saying “Open Garden,” and that means you are invited to drop in, walk around, and enjoy. Although I admire the concept, I would never have the nerve to do this myself.

I am not a neat person and am invariably in midproject somewhere in my garden. The thought that someone with high expectations could drop in at any time makes my stomach queasy. However, if people call and ask to come, I warn them what to expect and invite them to take their chances and come on over.

Here is what I like people to do in my garden. Enjoy it. Look for the nicest parts. Ask questions. Request cuttings or seeds but do not take without asking, please. I know it is done, and I have done it myself at times, but it is polite to ask.

I was visiting a garden once and leaned over to pull up a seedling struggling for life in the pathway, surely fair game for picking. The gardener was stunned by my audacity, and I have never made the mistake again, at least not in her garden or when the gardener was looking.

I will be impressed if you bring a notebook and write things down. It makes me a little nervous when people write down what I say, but I am also flattered by the trust it implies, as if the listener believes what I am saying. If you want to take a picture, go ahead. I would be happy for you to remember what you enjoyed most.

Stay out of the borders unless invited in. The gardener knows where to step but you do not, and surely you do not want to walk on her prize seedlings or emerging bulbs.

Do not point out flaws. The gardener knows all about them and does not need reminding.

Here is a suggestion that may surprise you: Do not talk at length about your own garden. I know people who have toured the finest gardens of England and never stopped talking about the exquisite qualities of their own gardens back home.

You simply cannot focus on a garden the way it should be seen while you are thinking about your own. It is like looking at a museum masterpiece and thinking about the print above your sofa. It may be a fine print and match the sofa perfectly, but you have paid to look at the Mona Lisa, for heaven’s sake.

My garden is not a masterpiece, but if you have come to see it and I am showing it to you, please hang in there with me and pretend to pay attention. Remember: You may be wishing for a cutting or two before you leave.

Do not talk to your friends while others are trying to hear about the plants. Last year some friends and I visited Montrose in Hillsborough, North Carolina. This is one of the best private gardens in the Southeast and the gardener, Nancy Goodwin, is a well-known plantswoman and writer. My friends and I had paid to visit her garden and listen to her talk as she guided us around.

Unfortunately, we were not alone. With us was what we thought was a garden club of high-heeled, and obviously well-heeled, ladies, some of whom chatted with one another throughout the tour. Annoyed looks from the rest of us left them unfazed. They yakked on. Actually, it turned out to be a book club and not a garden club at all. You would think literate women would realize Montrose was not their cup of tea and go back to their van and wherever they were going for lunch.

Benefit tours of private gardens are inspiring entertainment, and community organizations offer them in abundance. They are excellent fundraisers with minimal overhead (except for the garden owners). Gardens chosen for these tours are usually magnificently maintained, at least for the week or two before and after the tour, and have special features making them tour-worthy.

As you tour, look for plants that grow successfully in situations like your own. Notice how the garden is designed and organized. Are there places to sit? Do paths lead somewhere? Do you see the whole garden at once, or are there hidden niches and surprises? Does the garden reflect the personality of the owner? What plants edge the border? Is there a variety of color? Texture? Shapes?

Decide ahead of time what you want to pay attention to and you will see more as you stroll around, sort of like those study guides teachers hand out to keep overwhelmed students focused.

Enjoy the stroll. Ponder nature’s delights. And don’t forget your notebook.



CHAPTER 2

Autumn

[image: Images]

Make your garden a continual pleasure, stretching
your imagination as well as your muscles,
enriching your soul as well as the soil.




A Time of Renewal


It is no secret to gardening friends how much I love the fall landscape. The rain, the cooler temperatures, and the energy that has lain dormant in both me and my plants combine to make this season second only to spring in gardening delight.

Like spring, autumn is a time of renewal. Many tasks await, but they are satisfying jobs that assure us future bounty and pleasure. For starters, if you have access to aged manure or compost, spread it now so it can rest over the winter months before going to work in the spring.

I continue to mulch with hay, pinestraw, and shredded leaves because I like the way mulch looks. Even though, in the climate where I garden, plants do not need protection from snow and ice, mulch helps keep the soil temperature stable on those odd winter days when temperatures rise.

And, of course, the mulch breaks down, enriching the soil’s nutrients and texture. I scatter dolomitic lime throughout the borders and wherever I have anything planted, including the lawn. Lime requires months to break down but, when it does, it enables plants to absorb nutrients that would be wasted otherwise.

I occasionally spread kelp meal, alfalfa meal, or other organic amendments over the soil but, after years of mulching, my soil has become self-sufficient just as nature intends. Until your soil reaches this state of nirvana, put the bulk of your gardening budget into amendments, compost, manure, and mulch. A three-dollar plant will thrive in healthy soil, but a hundred-dollar plant will languish in poor soil. Remain patient and keep shoveling that compost. The most important soil improvement tool is a soil sample test.

Take at least a cup and a half of soil from various locations in the area you will be planting, put it in a jar or plastic bag, and take it to your local county agent’s office. For a small fee, you will get a computer printout chock-full of information about the condition of your soil and what it needs.

As a result, you will be able to enrich your soil with nutrients it requires and will probably save money, purchasing only resources you need. I request organic recommendations, and you should too. However, if you want chemicals and numbers, the extension office will oblige.
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