

[image: Image]




What People Are Saying About 
Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul . . . 


“From the time of Adam and Eve, we have all been required to be gardeners. Read and enjoy the fruits of the tree of knowledge and of life.”


Bernie Siegel, M.D. 
author, Love, Medicine and Miracles and Prescriptions for Living 


“Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul captures the spirit of the millions of people who garden. The inspirational messages easily explain why gardening is America’s favorite leisure activity. While the 245,000 members of the National Council of State Garden Clubs, Inc., will enjoy this wonderful addition to the Chicken Soup for the Soul series, this book is certainly a great read for anyone.”


Deen Day Smith 
president, National Council of State Garden Clubs, Inc. 


“On days when it’s raining and your back hurts and you can’t be out in the garden doing battle with the weeds, here’s just the book to curl up with—a reminder of why you would never be without a garden, despite the backaches.”


Martha Smith 
author, Beds I Have Known: Confessions of a Passionate Amateur 
Gardener and My Floral Roots: A Scottish Garden Odyssey 


“A superbly rewarding read. Each and every story reveals a discovery of the real meaning of gardening as a regenerative act of hope and love.”


Tom Powell 
editor and publisher, The Avant Gardener 


“A must-read! Every story will inspire and nurture your soul.”


Donna Dawson 
master gardener and owner, ICanGarden.com 


“As someone whose life work is sharing and promoting the joys of gardening with seeds, this book has been a way for me to reacquaint myself with how critical and deeply fundamental gardening is to everything that brings out the best in us. A treasure!”


Renee Shepherd 
owner, Renee’s Garden Seeds 


“Gardening is so centering for mind, body and spirit. How wonderful to finally have a book of stories where gardeners share this special connection with nature to move and inspire us all.”


Tracy DiSabato-Aust 
author, The Well-Tended Perennial Garden 


“A wonderful book that will warm the heart of any green or brown thumbers.”


Roger Dawson 
author, Secrets of Power Negotiating 


“In Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul you will reap an unlimited harvest of faith, possibility and love that will inspire you to plant anew by sharing the stories with everyone you know!”


Brian D. Biro 
motivational speaker and author, Beyond Success and The Joyful Spirit 


“Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul conveys what we gardeners either sense intuitively or know unequivocally . . . that our gardens grow us even more than we grow them.”


Arlene Bernstein 
author, Growing Season 


“My mother taught me that chicken soup was a great healer for the body. Now I’ve discovered something that heals the soul—the right brew of stories in this very special book: 101 stories that feed our yearning for harmony with nature and nourish our hungry spirits.”


Connie Goldman 
coauthor, Tending the Earth, Mending the Spirit—The Healing 
Gifts of Gardening 


“Sometimes you water and grow flowers; sometimes they water and grow you. This book will bless you in a mighty way. Read it and share it with people you love. They’ll be glad you did.”


Willie Jolley 
author, It Only Takes a Minute to Change 
Your Life and A Setback Is a Setup for a Comeback 


“Just what this Northwest gardener’s soul needs for those ‘why-do-I-bother-gardening’ kind of rainy days!”


Ketzel Levine 
National Public Radio correspondent and 
author, Plant This! Best Bets for Year-Round Gorgeous Gardens 


“A must-read! Fascinating, heartwarming stories about people and their gardens!”


Ed Hume 
host, Gardening in America 


“Stay healthy. Take chicken soup if the flu bug strikes. Read Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul for peace of mind.”


Doc and Katy Abraham 
syndicated columnists and authors, The Green Thumb 


“This spirited and heartfelt compilation will take its rightful place in every gardener’s library.”


Davis Dalbok 
founder, Living Green Plantscapes, San Francisco 
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Introduction


A book is like a garden carried in the pocket.


Arabian Proverb 


Anyone who has ever selected the perfect rose for a sweetheart . . . picked corn in Grandma’s backyard . . . or walked in the peace of an ancient forest . . . understands the inspiration that is rooted in the earth. We are all soothed and renewed by nature’s gifts, whether by a pot of African violets, a grand formal garden or a humble patch of peas and tomatoes.


Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul shares the rich rewards of gardening—the joys, the hearty laughs, the inspiration and the solace. It shares the friendships, the family bonds and the love that comes from caring for— and about—plants. Whether you’re a master gardener, a novice struggling to nurture a green thumb, or simply an admirer of flowers and green growing things, you will love these stories. They are sure to moisten your eyes and warm your heart, lift your soul and tickle your ribs.


As stories have poured in from around the world, we’ve found that the gifts of the garden are more numerous and profound than we ever imagined. Gardening has helped people reach out to loved ones and heal or deepen family relationships. It has provided a way for people to serve their communities and help others grow in courage, self-esteem and pride of achievement. It has given people the strength to face the toughest challenges life has to offer. And it has applied a healing balm of comfort to many a grieving heart.


In many of the stories, gardens serve as a touchstone to a simpler, quieter time. We find in them a refuge and a refueling of our souls. After a day filled with phone calls and traffic jams, many of us feel an almost physical need to get out in the garden and sink our hands in the rich, cool earth. And, perhaps most importantly, our gardens connect us with the ones we loved most in those simpler days. Many writers recounted their most cherished memories of the time spent with their mom or dad, grandma or grandpa, working away in the garden.


So many stories moved us to tears or made us laugh out loud, we wish we had room for 1,001, instead of 101! But we’ve done our best to choose the absolute best of the thousands we’ve received. Stories about a determined woman who planted an entire mountainside with daffodils, and a little boy who tried to grow doughnuts using Cheerios as seed. Stories about a man who refused to die until he had left the world a more beautiful place, and a Vietnam veteran who had to learn how to talk to plants before he could relearn how to talk to people.


Chicken Soup for the Gardener’s Soul shares these true and heartfelt stories and many, many more. It has been nearly two years in the making, involving countless hours of reading, writing and editing—a task we wouldn’t have traded for the world. It’s been our privilege to be the ones gathering and sharing all the hope, humor and inspiration contained in this book. Creating it has been, like gardening itself, an act of love. But now the harvest is in—and you hold it in your hands.


Join us in the garden and share the bounty.






1 

THE JOY OF 
GARDENING


He who plants a garden plants happiness.


Chinese Proverb 






Love and Daffodils Forever


It is better to remember our love as it was in the springtime.


Bess Streeter Aldrich 


Bill and Constance had just celebrated their thirty-ninth anniversary when Bill went for his annual checkup. Always in perfect health, he was unprepared for what the doctor found. Symptoms Bill had ignored as “old age” led to questions, palpations, more questions, and finally instructions for a battery of tests.


“Just to be on the safe side,” the doctor said. When Bill took the news home to Constance, she refused to consider that it could be something serious.


Fortunately, it was April and the gardens beckoned. Preparing the beds for the coming season, Bill and Constance threw themselves into the now-familiar yearly routine. They spent their days, as always, surrounded by trays of flowers and bags of mulch, wielding their favorite trowels.


As the summer progressed, thirty years of gardening rewarded them with a showplace of color. Benches and birdbaths were placed amid the bounty of flowers, and they spent nearly every evening during the summer relaxing and basking in the beauty. The old swing hung from their favorite oak, and they held hands, swinging like teenagers and talking until long after the sun set and the fireflies flickered.


By summer, Constance began to notice a subtle change in Bill. He seemed to tire more easily, had difficulty rising from his knees and had little appetite. By the time the test results were in, she was no longer so sure of a good prognosis.


When the doctor ushered them into his office, she knew. His demeanor was too professional, too unlike the friend they had known and trusted for so many years. There was no easy way to say it. Bill was dying, with so little hope of curing his illness that it would be kinder not even to try. He had perhaps six months left, time enough to put his house in order, but little time for anything else.


They decided he would stay at home, with help from visiting nurses and hospice when the time came. Their children were both far away, one in Oregon and the other in Chicago. They came for extended visits, but with jobs and children, neither could come permanently. So Bill and Constance spent the ending time as they had spent the beginning time, alone together. Only now they had their beloved gardens, a great comfort to them both for that entire summer.


By September, Bill was fading fast and they both knew the end was near. For some reason Constance couldn’t understand, he seemed to be pushing her to get out more. He urged her to call old friends and have lunch, go shopping, see a movie. She resisted until he became so agitated that she conceded and began making her calls. Everyone was more than willing to accompany her, and she found she did take some comfort in talking over lunch or during the long ride to the mall.


Bill passed away peacefully in October, surrounded by his family. Constance was inconsolable. Nothing could have prepared her for the emptiness she felt. Winter descended upon her with a vengeance. Suddenly it seemed dark all the time. Then the holidays came, and she went to Oregon for Thanksgiving and to Chicago for Christmas. The house was cold and empty when she returned. She wasn’t quite sure how she could go on, but somehow she did.


At long last, it was April again, and with April came the return to longer and warmer days. She would go from window to window looking out at the yard, knowing what needed to be done, but not really caring if she did it or not.


Then, one day, she noticed something different about the gardens. They were coming to life sooner than they had in the past. She went out and walked all around and through the beds. Daffodils were peeking up through the soil; hundreds and hundreds and hundreds of daffodils. She and Bill had never put many spring plants in their gardens. They so enjoyed the colors of summer that they had only a few spring daffodils and hyacinths scattered here and there.


Where did they come from? she wondered as she walked. Not only did the blooms completely encircle each bed, they were also scattered inside, among the still-dormant perennials. They appeared in groups all over the lawn, and even lined the driveway to the street. They ringed the trees and they lined the foundation of the house. She couldn’t believe it. Where on earth had they come from?


A few days later, she received a call from her attorney. He needed to see her, he said. Could she come to his office that morning? When Constance arrived, he handed her a package with instructions not to open it until she returned home. He gave no other explanation.


When she opened the package, two smaller packages were inside. One was labeled “Open me first.” Inside was a videocassette. Constance put it into the VCR, and Bill appeared on the screen, talking to her from his favorite chair, dressed not in pajamas but in a sweater and slacks. “My darling Constance,” he began, “today is our anniversary, and this is my gift to you.”


He told her of his love for her. Then he explained the daffodils.


“I know these daffodils will be blooming on our anniversary and will continue to do so forever,” Bill said. “I couldn’t plant them alone, though.” Their many friends had conspired with Bill to get the bulbs planted. They had taken turns last fall getting Constance out of the house for hours at a time so the work could be done.


The second package held the memories of all those friends who so generously gave of their time and energies so Bill could give her his final gift. Photographs of everyone came spilling out, images captured forever of them working in the garden, laughing, taking turns snapping pictures and visiting with her beloved husband, who sat bundled in a lawn chair, watching.


In the photo Constance framed and put by her bed, Bill is smiling at her and waving his trowel.


Nicolle Woodward 






The Garden Guard


What wisdom can you find that is greater than kindness?


Jean-Jacques Rousseau 


Both my parents, Hungarian immigrants, were born with green thumbs. Our family of ten depended on the food we grew in our huge vegetable garden. My mother canned much of the produce for winter, and my father sold potatoes and cabbage to the local stores and high schools. Our garden was the pride of the neighborhood.


But then, one summer when I was quite young, we had a problem. Someone was stealing some of our vegetables. My parents were dumbfounded. “I don’t get it,” my father said. “If someonewants vegetables from us, all they have to do is ask. If they can’t afford to pay for them, they could just have them.”


Then one of the neighbors tipped us off that an old bachelor who lived a short distance from us was seen selling some vegetables in a nearby town. It didn’t take long for my parents to put two and two together. Benny did not have a garden. So he was obviously getting his vegetables from someone else’s garden.


Now, Benny was not a bad old fellow. My dad often hired him for haying and other odd jobs just to help him out. Benny had no steady job and lived in a small cabin that looked rather bleak to me. My parents figured he was taking our vegetables to earn a few extra dollars. But stealing is stealing, and it just isn’t right. My father decided to handle this situation his own way.


“I’m going to hire Benny,” he announced one day.


“What?” my mother exclaimed. “Joseph, we don’t have enough money to hire anyone. Besides, why would we hire the man who’s taking our vegetables?”


My father only smiled and said, “Trust me, Mary, I’ve got a plan.”


“What are you going to do?” my mother asked.


“I’m going to hire him to guard our garden.”


My mother shook her head. “What? That’s like hiring the fox to watch the henhouse. I don’t understand.”


“Well,” my father said, “here’s what I think. Benny’s got himself backed into a corner. And I’m going to give him a way out. The way I figure it, he can’t turn me down. And he sure can’t take the vegetables that he’s guarding.”


When my father approached him about the job, Benny was obviously a bit shocked. But Dad handled it pretty well. 


“Benny,” he said, “someone—probably some kids—has been taking vegetables out of our garden. I wonder if I could hire you to guard it for me?”


Benny hemmed and hawed for a bit, but after Dad explained that he would also be eating supper with us (and Mom’s cooking was legendary), he finally agreed.


Needless to say, there were no vegetables missing the next day. Whether or not Benny slept most of the night was not important. The fact was that Dad’s plan was working. We were not missing any vegetables and Benny had a job . . . of sorts. I don’t think my folks could have been paying him much. But he was being paid. And just having a job gave Benny more than a little pride.


That solved our problem. But that wasn’t the end of the story. Things worked out even better than my father had planned. You see, each morning, after Benny got done sleeping—er, guarding the garden—he’d stick around long enough for breakfast and then follow us around in the garden.


Now, Benny got to kind of liking this garden business. He’d ask questions like, “Why do you plant these carrots here? How come some of these peas are growing faster than those over there?”


My parents were patient with him, answering all his questions. Then my father suggested something. “You know, Benny, the growing season is just about over, but I could take my team of horses over to your place and plow you up a nice patch of ground where you could plant a garden next spring.”


“You would do that?” Benny asked.


“Certainly,” my father replied. “That’s what neighbors are for.”


By the following spring, Benny had his garden spot, all plowed, disked and ready for planting. In fact, my parents gave him various seeds that he could use: corn, peas, pumpkins, potatoes and such. Benny caught on to gardening as if he’d been a born farmer.


As we drove by his place in our old rattletrap car one day, Dad slowed down and pointed at Benny’s garden.


“Look at that, would you? He’s growing nicer sweet corn than we are. And he’s so busy gardening that he doesn’t have time to guard our garden. Of course . . . for some reason, we don’t need a garden guard anymore.”


We all chuckled a little at that. But our smiles lingered for a long time after—smiles of pride in the new gardener we had helped create, and pride in our remarkable father.


Tom R. Kovach 






To Own Something Beautiful


A thing of beauty is a joy forever.


John Keats 


During the days of the Depression and World War II, my mother was raised by her Grandma Wilson, a widow with no pension and no Social Security. Their huge vegetable garden was a necessity, not a luxury, often providing them with the only food they had to eat. They survived by harvesting their own vegetables and renting out three rooms of their small five-room house.


One day, Grandma Wilson was out working in her yard when a neighbor walked by and stopped to admire a beautiful clump of irises growing artfully along the edge of the property. Grandma called them “flags” and took special pleasure in them because they bloomed faithfully year after year. She couldn’t afford to buy flowers to plant, so she lovingly nurtured the few perennials that she had.


The neighbor, an older woman, walked by Grandma’s house each day on her way to and from work. She, too, enjoyed the bright cheerfulness of the flags at a time when the whole world seemed to be struggling. She stopped at the edge of the yard that day as if on impulse.


“Would you be willing to sell me those flags?” she asked. “I surely do admire them.”


Grandma looked up from where she knelt in the soil but hesitated before speaking. Sell her flowers? How could she sell them? They were one of the few patches of beauty in her hardscrabble existence.


“I’ll give you a dime for them,” her neighbor continued, opening her worn purse and fishing among some coins she kept tied in a handkerchief.


Grandma hesitated just a moment longer as she stood and wiped her hands on the apron she always wore. She hated to part with her flowers, but a dime was a dime and heaven knows she needed the money. She also realized that her neighbor needed that dime every bit as much as she did. She must really want those flowers. Perhaps she needed them more than Grandma did.


“You can’t transplant them now,” Grandma explained. “Not until after they quit blooming.”


“I know,” the woman replied. Then she held out the dime.


“Oh, you can pay me when you come to get them,” Grandma said. She’d feel guilty taking the money now.


“No,” her neighbor answered with a chuckle. “I’d better pay you now while I’ve got the money.”


So Grandma took the dime and thanked her, trying to still the regret rising in her heart.


A few weeks passed and the blooms on the irises were fading. Grandma expected her neighbor to come any day and claim her purchase. With guilt, a tiny part of her hoped that the woman would forget, but Grandma knew that wasn’t right. She decided that the next time the woman walked by she would remind her to dig up her bulbs.


A day or two later, Grandma spotted her neighbor coming up the street. She was walking with one of her daughters, and they were engrossed in conversation.


As they approached, Grandma heard the woman tell her daughter, “See them flags? They’re mine.”


“What do you mean, they’re yours?” the daughter asked. “Did you ask Miz Wilson for them?”


“No, I bought them,” the woman said.


“Then why are they still in her yard?” the daughter asked.


“Oh, I couldn’t take them away,” her mother answered. “She don’t walk by our house. But I come by here every day.”


The daughter looked puzzled, and Grandma was, too.


“This way,” the woman explained, “we both can enjoy them. I don’t have the time for working in a flower bed, but Miz Wilson takes mighty good care of them.” She smiled at Grandma. “I just wanted to own something that beautiful.”


Jonita Mullins 






The Wedding Gift


A gift, with a kind countenance, is a double present.


Thomas Fuller, M.D.


I had picked out the flowers in my wedding bouquet carefully, with thought for the meaning of each one. There was blue iris, my fiancé’s favorite flower; white roses, symbolizing purity; and strands of green ivy, to represent faithfulness.


Midway through our wedding reception, I found myself breathless and happy, chatting with friends and juggling a full champagne glass and my flowers. Suddenly, I felt a hand on my shoulder. I turned to see a woman I had met only briefly, a friend of my new mother-in-law. In her hand, she held a tendril of ivy.


“This fell out of your bouquet when you were on the dance floor,” she said. I thanked her and began to reach for it, when she added, “Do you mind if I keep it?”


I was startled at first. I hadn’t even tossed my bouquet yet. And I barely knew this woman. What did she want with my ivy?


But then practicality kicked in. I was leaving on my honeymoon in the morning and certainly wouldn’t take the bouquet along. I had no plans for preserving it. And I’d been given so much today.


“Go ahead. Keep it,” I said with a smile, and congratulated myself for being gracious in the face of a rather odd request. Then the music started up, and I danced off in the crowd.


A few months later, the bell rang at our new home. I opened the door to find that same stranger on my porch. This time, I couldn’t hide my surprise. I hadn’t seen her since the wedding. What was this all about?


“I have a wedding gift for you,” she said, and held out a small planter crowded with foliage. Suddenly, I knew. “It’s the ivy you dropped at your wedding,” she explained. “I took it home and made a cutting and planted it for you.”


Years ago, at her own wedding, someone had done the same for her. “It’s still growing, and I remember my wedding day every time I see it,” she said. “Now, I try to plant some for other brides when I can.”


I was speechless. All the quirky thoughts I’d had, and what a beautiful gift I’d received!


My wedding ivy has thrived for many years, outliving any other effort I made at indoor gardening. As the giver predicted, a glance at the glossy green leaves brings back memories of white lace and wedding vows. I treasure the ivy’s story and have shared it many times.


Now, nearly twenty years later, I’m the mother of three growing sons. Someday they’ll be married, I know. And although I don’t want to be an interfering in-law, surely the mother of the groom can suggest that the bride’s bouquet contain a bit of ivy?


I know just the plant to cut it from.


Carol Sturgulewski 






Blossie


You don’t have a garden just for yourself. You have it to share.


Augusta Carter 


I build gardens for people. In the past twelve years, I’ve built about 1,400 vegetable gardens in Portland, Oregon, almost all of them for people who didn’t have the money to start a garden themselves. I bring everything in on a pickup truck—raised-bed frame, trellises, cages, seeds, starts, instructions, even the soil itself. Then I build the beds right on top of the people’s lawns.


I figure each garden costs about $500, most of which is covered by the grants I get for my foundation, The Home Gardening Project. And my wife and I don’t mind living pretty frugally. Actually, we’re as poor as church mice. But when you compare people’s lives before they had gardens to their lives after, well, you know this work just has to continue.


With each garden, I meet people who are in tough situations. An old woman who is nursing her stroke-victim husband. A young and inexperienced mother, with no husband around but several hungry children to feed. A poor woman who voluntarily cares for five abandoned children, all born with spina bifida or other congenital defects. I think I’ve gotten used to meeting people who have it hard.


Still, sometimes the ravages of life take my breath away. I’ll never forget a woman named Blossie.


On the phone, she told me she was alone, on Social Security, and crack-addicted kids routinely broke into her house. She heard about the program, and she said she’d love a garden. She sounded very tired and rapidly aging, like many of the other 150 callers I responded to that spring.


She was slow to answer the door when I arrived. It was a struggle for her to wheel herself backward with one hand and pull the door open with the other. First I saw the wheelchair, then her eyes—eyes that looked to have absorbed more pain than a combat surgeon’s. Her face and hands were swollen. She had tried to cover her knees with a tattered towel, but I could see the white bandages caked with splotches of dried blood. Then I noticed the wheelchair again—quite clearly . . . because she had no calves or feet to obstruct the view.


She’d just had her legs amputated, after a lifetime of aggravating her diabetes with poor diet and bad habits. She told me she wanted a vegetable garden to help improve what remained of her health. She wanted a garden so she could go outside for a reason, get a little exercise, and have something to care for besides the little terrier at her side.


Her house was embarrassingly messy and smelled of uneaten food and old bandages. She plaintively invited me in, but I politely excused myself.


“I’m busy,” I said. “I’ll just go out back and site the garden.” She insisted that she wanted to come with me, or at least shout from the backdoor where she wanted the garden built. I made a mental note to call the Senior Job Center and ask them to build a handicapped ramp for her the day after I build her garden.


Blossie’s need seemed critical, so I bumped her up on my waiting list and told her I’d be by in two days with her garden on the back of my truck. For a second, her brave forbearance changed to a smile, and her hands fluttered in anticipation. The garden was going to connect her to life. She could hardly wait.


I’d have to build five gardens that day—and break my promise to my wife that I’d make that spring an easy season. But my wife never expected me to keep that promise anyway. Facing Blossie, how could I say no?


When I returned, I built Blossie’s garden in the sunny strip behind her backdoor, with easy access from the ramp that was scheduled to come in the next day or two. (Hooray for the old guys from the Job Center, with their hammers, tapes, saws and hearts!)


I built the three frames of her garden double high, filled with six cubic yards of premium soil, so she could easily reach it from her chair. I also supplied her with some tools I picked up at Goodwill, the handles cut to half-length. She watched from the backdoor. Soon she was on the phone to a friend, telling her the news.


“I know you want to get started as soon as you can,” I said, handing her the seed packages and tray of starts. She took them into her lap like a Christmas present, her eyes lighting up in hope. Suddenly she wasn’t listening anymore; she was ahead of herself, in the future, picking delicious tomatoes and basil for her summer salad, perhaps her only meal that day. She didn’t seem to hear me say that I’d be happy to send someone around tomorrow to plant if she didn’t feel like she had the energy to do it herself. The thought of needing such help didn’t seem to cross her mind. She looked up and pointed to the old laundry sink out by the bushes. Would I mind filling that up with dirt, too? She wanted to grow some flowers, “just for pretties, you know.”


When I drove past her place the next evening, she was heading down her new ramp, wheelchair in high gear, and she had the seeds and starts in her lap. Nothing could stop her now. It looked like another success story, similar to many others.


It wasn’t until summer rolled around that Blossie’s story became different. While monitoring the gardens that August, I stopped in to see her. I expected to find her as I usually had, housebound, in pain, hungry for some human contact, especially contact that wouldn’t hurt her. 


I was surprised by noise—the chatter and laughter of women coming from the backyard. I peeked over the back gate. Blossie was holding court from her wheelchair over six other aged women. She spotted me looking in and ordered me front and center—right that minute! She was exuberant, talking a mile a minute, her hands waving like a girl’s. The ladies were with her every step of the way, and they were all talking about the garden.


Blossie introduced me. I offered the women free gardens, since they seemed to like Blossie’s so much. They made appreciative sounds, but all said no. Then one of them explained, “We already have a garden—this one. You see, we all live down at the housing project, the nine-story one. There isn’t anything but a parking lot around it, no place for a garden.”


Blossie had called one of them weeks before, asking for some help and companionship. Pretty soon all six of these residents were coming down twice a week to help Blossie with her garden, weeding, fertilizing, replanting and watering. The garden, amazingly, was able to produce enough food for all of them to share. One of the women went inside and emerged with a tray of tea service, a gesture that made them laugh at themselves. After such long, hard lives, pretending to be genteel is silly—but fun. Looking around, I saw the garden itself was splendid, crowded with the vegetables Blossie likes to eat.


Soon the women stopped noticing me. I left them to their happiness and occupation, glad to have had a hand in it. Blossie’s garden had grown up and spread out, helping six people in need besides herself. It was a wonderful sight.


People are always asking, “What is the purpose of life?”


That’s easy. Relieve suffering. Create beauty.


Make gardens.


Dan Barker 






Planting Day


Do not squander time, for that’s the stuff life is made of.


Benjamin Franklin 


When I was little, I often helped my mother plant our family’s garden. As soon as the chilly winds of Chicago winter gave way to spring, Mom would be outside with a spade, seed packets, gardening gloves and a secret smile that had been hibernating all winter. That smile never seemed to shine as bright as on those first few days in April when she squatted in the mud with tiny seeds in her hands.


I would pull on my grubbiest jeans, choose my shovel with care, and bound across the yard before Mom could say, “You forgot a jacket!” I would kneel by her side for hours, carefully digging holes and cautiously pushing seeds into the earth with my chubby fingers. We spent hour after hour repeating the process, until the formerly snow-smothered area barely knew what hit it!


Unfortunately, I grew up. Somehow, I found better ways to spend the first days of spring, and I threw my annual April morning job into the growing pile of childish, outgrown activities. After all, I was too old to kneel in the dirt all day planting some silly seeds. I came to the conclusion that the shopping mall needed my assistance more than Mom did.


Surprisingly, my mother never said much about my decision until two years ago, the spring I turned fourteen. I was on my way to a friend’s house when Mom stopped me.


“Would you please help me with the planting today?” she asked.


“Oh, Mom, I was just getting ready to leave,” I pouted. “I’ll probably be gone most of the day.”


“Well, could you possibly come home a little early and join me in the fresh air?” Mom asked.


I mumbled something along the lines of, “Uh, maybe . . . I’ll see.”


By the time I left the house, Mom was already in the garden. She looked up for a moment as I walked past, and from the corner of my eye I saw a certain pain and sadness in her gaze. At first my heart told me I should stay to help, but as I got farther from home and closer to an exciting day of hanging out with friends, I forgot my impulse.


A few hours later, as the sun started to fall from its place in the warm, spring sky, I decided to leave my friends a bit early and head back home.


Mom usually finishes planting around six, I thought. If I get back soon, I’ll still have an hour or so to help her. I felt very noble for my selfless decision. But when I reached home, there were Mom’s dirty boots by the door and a small pile of empty seed packets on top of the garbage can. I was too late.


I didn’t think much about that day until nearly a year later.


One of my father’s good friends suddenly lost his wife to cancer. The doctors hadn’t discovered Sara’s illness until it was too late. She died shortly after the diagnosis, leaving behind her husband and two small, confused children.


Right away, Mom went south to visit the family and see how the children, David and Rachel, were coping with the sudden loss of their mother. She spent a few hours with little Rachel. When she came home, she told me this story. 


When Sara had received her terminal diagnosis, she asked her husband, “What should I leave our children? How do I give them something to remember me by, a symbol of my love for as long as they live?”


Mom learned the answer from Rachel.


“Mommy made me my own garden,” Rachel said proudly, as she tugged on Mom’s hand and led her outdoors. Sara had decided to plant her children something that would live on long after she was gone.


Although the children had helped with the original planting, it was obvious that most of the work had been patiently completed by their mother. The result was a masterpiece, with so much more among the leaves and petals than simple foliage. A piece of Sara’s heart and soul was left in full bloom for her children.


As I listened to my mother tearfully tell Sara’s story, I realized the true power of a garden. How had I missed it? Our annual planting was not about kneeling in dirt, throwing in some seeds and hoping for the best. It was about kneeling there together, planting potential life and creating the best memories possible out of those moments together. I was so lucky to have a healthy, vibrant, caring mother who was always there for me. As I suddenly realized how badly I missed seeing her soft hands place seeds in mine, many things became clear. I began to understand that the pain I had seen in her eyes that day a year ago had come from missing the little girl who was once at her side.


A few weeks later, I came home to find several bags of seeds on the kitchen table. I knew spring planting was near. The following Sunday, I woke to rays of sunlight streaming through my window. I looked outside to see a figure stooping in the dirt. I threw on the first clothes I could find and ran outside.


The first rays that encircled me were the ones streaming from my mother’s smile. The first water our seeds encountered were the teardrops sliding happily from my eyes. We worked together all day and didn’t stop until nightfall.


I won’t ever miss planting day again.


Beth Pollack, age sixteen 






Street Smarts


I live in the garden; I just sleep in the house.


Jim Long 


When my husband and I married, we moved to Frankfort, Kentucky. Since our yard was within view of our state’s capitol building, many tourists passed our house.


My elderly neighbor got me interested in gardening, and within a few years, our yard was a wonderland of flowers. People would even stop and peek through the fence to see all the blossoms that were not in plain view.


As time went by, I found I was working in the gardens from sunup to sundown. I loved being outdoors, and the gardens were so large, there was always more to do. I also enjoyed sharing my flowers. I loved the surprised look on strangers’ faces when I impulsively picked a bouquet and gave it to them as they passed by. Sadly, our neighborhood also had its share of street people, but I was happy to share my flowers with them, too.


One morning, around 7:00 A.M., I was out in my gardens next to the sidewalk when one of the “usual” street persons approached. Most days, he just ambled past me, picking up cans and trash. Today, though, he suddenly stopped.


He looked me square in the eyes. “Excuse me, lady,” he said. “Can I tell you something?”


“Sure,” I said, expecting the usual compliments.


“Whoever owns that house works you way too hard!” Then he went on his way.


I laughed to myself all morning.


Lucy B. Richardson 






A Veteran’s Garden


The best proof of love is trust.


Dr. Joyce Brothers 


My uncle was with the 8th Air Force in World War II. After the war, he got into growing gladiolas. My dad was a Marine in Korea. When he got out, fruit trees were his thing. I was a Marine in Vietnam from 1968 to 1969. When I came home, it took me years to realize what plants can do for you.


I never could talk about the war. Neither could Dad or Uncle Louie. But I was worse. I couldn’t talk about anything. My wife said over and over, “You never say anything!” I couldn’t. I didn’t know how. I lost that skill in Vietnam. I don’t know how or why I lost it. I had it when I got there. But it was gone when I came back. I just stuffed things inside and let them eat at me.


A lot of the Vietnam vets I know have a problem getting close to people. When you’re in combat, you form fierce bonds with your squad members. You get closer than you were with your own brothers. After a few of these people get killed, the loss is so great, you’re afraid to get close to other people. You love your wife and children, but you’re so afraid you might lose them you can’t express it. At the same time, you get protective, very protective, maybe controlling at times. You can’t relax and be normal.


That’s how I was: wound-up, tight, silent, a mess. Then one day I heard my dad talking to his apple trees. Well, I want you to know it is very impolite to listen to a man talking to his plants. So I didn’t. But it got me to thinking. I started my garden the very next day.


The first year I didn’t talk to my plants like my dad. I yelled at them. “How can you be so dumb?” I’d shout at the tomatoes. “What’s wrong with you?” I’d rant at the sunflowers. “Lighten up, would you?!” “It’s over, okay?!” “Who do you think you are?!” I was like a drill instructor swearing at his recruits. Only when I was yelling at the plants, I was really yelling at myself.


Those days of yelling at my poor plants let me sort out the things that were bottled up in me. Sometimes I watered my plants with tears. Going to war isn’t nice. It’s a time where, on one hand you are a god, and on the other you are a scared high-school kid. Then, when I got back from ’Nam, some people spat on me and called me a “baby killer.” I was so mad, so frustrated, so empty inside I didn’t know what to do. So I yelled at my plants.


It’s hard for a combat vet to ask for help. But my plants gave it to me. My garden became my community. I cared for my plants. I brought them things like water and compost. I protected them from weeds and insects. I read about gardening and learned how you could plant flowers to attract “good” insects that would help with the “bad” ones. And they responded. They grew—wonderfully.


After that first season, I got so I could talk to my plants. I could even sing to them, stuff like show tunes and the Marine Corps Hymn. I would say things like, “How’s it going?” “You need anything?” “You look good today.” I learned patience from plants—you can’t hurry a carrot. I got to feel pride again—I have the best Early Girl tomato you ever tasted! And I wanted to talk to people again—to tell them about my garden and share my harvest!


Then I started to think about communicating my inner feelings with my three children. By this time my wife was gone, and I deeply wanted a real relationship with my kids, one where we could talk about life and ideas and feelings, not just school and the weather. So I practiced with my plants. “I want you to know how important you are to me,” I’d say. “I’m trying.” “Sometimes I get so mad I just want to shout and I don’t know why.” “I want you to read this book. I think it would explain how I feel about this.”


That made all the difference in the world. Today I am friends with all my children. We can talk in an equal person-to-person way. My oldest, Nikki, is an adult now. We talk each week. She and I can talk about anything. Garrett, my son, will finish college this spring. We are good friends. Whitney, my baby, just got back from a ten-city concert tour with her college singing group. She called on her first day back to tell me all about it.


After I was able to connect with my children, I met Charmaine, the woman I want to spend the rest of my life with. And the garden was right there waiting for me when I wanted to practice what I’d say to her.


I’m proud now to be a Vietnam vet. I wasn’t a baby killer. I was a guy like my dad or Uncle Louie who got his country’s call and answered it. And I can talk to people now. I’ve learned that people are just like plants. You treat them nice, and they will do the same for you.


The Marines sent me overseas. But it took gardening to bring me home.


James P. Glaser 






Gardening in Our Blood


In the spring, at the end of the day, you should smell like dirt.


Margaret Atwood 


When autumn time arrived last year, 


I said, “I’ve really had it, dear!


I’ve raked and hoed and picked and canned; 


Just see that callus on my hand!


You know what I’ve been thinking, dear?


Let’s let our garden go next year.


We’ll buy all those things in the store— 


They wouldn’t cost us too much more.


When summer comes I’ll sleep till ten, 


Get up and clean the house, and then 


I’ll make a glass of lemonade 


and go and sit beneath the shade.


When you come home at night from work, 


I’ll put the coffee on to perk, 


Then we’ll sit down and talk or read 


And never think of garden seed.”


Remember how you smiled and said, 


“I think you’ve really used your head 


To save us all this work next year.


I’m sick of gardening, too, my dear.”




But then one day, the sky was blue, 
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