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introduction

What is spare time anyway? Sure, it’s time that’s left over after everything that needs to be done is done. But spare also means meager, less than plentiful. Is your leftover time, your “spare” time, always way too meager? Of course it is!

That said, let’s get on with it. This book is about gardening in whatever time we can eke out, what we laughingly call our spare time. You’ll be amazed, though, how tweaking your approach and streamlining your efforts can yield great results in less time.

Gardening is often overcomplicated by experts, almost to the point of mumbo-jumbo. Granted, a lot of talented botanists, horticulturists, and other “ists” have come up with ideas and methods that really stand the test of time; and these practices should be observed and even cherished. Nonetheless, some gardeners seem to have too much time on their hands. They make work for themselves and then find a reason to justify it.

We’re not going to do that. The be-all and end-all is to achieve garden nirvana—a place where you’re happy with your garden but not too exhausted to enjoy it. To get there, you have to get to know yourself a little better; and you should learn, or review, some gardening basics. You have to dig in the dirt, handle plants with abandon, keep track, and do some watchful waiting.

To glean as much as possible from gardening—a beautiful and enjoyable outdoor space of your own, physical and mental health benefits, newfound knowledge and confidence, the pleasure of planning and planting, and the absolute joy of watching plants flourish—you should start small and watch yourself grow right along with your garden. Although gardening can be hard work, it’s better not to approach it as a chore, but rather as an opportunity. It’s work with the potential to be immensely satisfying, not to mention lots of fun.

Start small; and when you gain confidence, go a little further and then a little further still until you feel thoroughly at home in your own garden. The spare-time gardener’s journey can be as delightful and as rewarding as the results. So, let’s get started.


part one

Getting to Know You
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expectations vs. reality
in the garden

I know you; in fact, we have a lot in common. Each spring, surrounded by glossy plant catalogues and armed with a mental list of all the nurseries within reach, we contemplate our gardens to be. We buy a few plants (okay, a lot of plants), some completely new to us, but the pictures and descriptions are so appealing we can’t resist them. Sound familiar?

We say to ourselves, “This year I’m going to spend X amount of time in the garden each day [you fill in the blank]. I’m going to hit the ground running and keep pace with planting, fertilizing, mowing, and weeding so they don’t get ahead of me as they somehow do each year. My yard and garden will be neat and colorful—a welcome refuge and a setting for elegant entertaining and fun-filled days throughout the growing season and beyond, no matter what.”

THE SLOUGH OF DESPAIR—GARDEN STYLE

It’s a pretty picture. Unfortunately, for all but the most efficient gardeners (or those with full-time help), these goals work in theory, but not in practice. Once reality steps in, the stunning garden in our mind’s eye is but a dream for the next year—and the next. The dead foliage of spent spring bulbs lies moldering on top of equally spent soil. Annuals fail to thrive, especially if we never get around to taking them out of their six-packs. Instead of flourishing and increasing in size and vigor, perennials continue a steady decline. Garden furnishings are unsightly and, worse still, unused. And weeds? Well, the weeds simply win the war.

So between the delightful expectation and the bleak reality, what happens? Time happens, or more accurately, the lack of time. We’re holding down a job or two and raising a family; or we’re retired and traveling, volunteering, etc. There are cooking, cleaning, and maintenance chores to do. The kids or grandchildren are home, but gardening isn’t their thing. We take a vacation and return to find a jungle where our yard had been. It’s an extra-dry (or extra-wet) season, and nothing wants to grow. Pests or diseases decimate our plants. By the time we get home from work we have neither the time nor energy to get out in the garden, even for that elusive X number of minutes or hours. When we do find the time to dig in the dirt, everything takes longer than we expect. With each passing day, we get more and more behind and further and further from our ideal.

I know all these excuses; I’ve used them. To imperfect perfectionists like us, this gulf between expectation and reality is utterly frustrating. By the end of the season, we feel like failures. We’re just about ready to give up gardening for good. We find ourselves wondering how the yard would look paved in concrete or covered in green plastic turf.
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HERE’S THE GOOD NEWS

The gulf between our gardening dreams and what we achieve can be bridged. First, we need a reality check—a shift in perception. Then we need to learn ways to make gardening easier, faster, more productive, and fun; and there definitely are ways! I’ve discovered them through trial and error, by poring over the 2,000-volume library at the botanical garden where I work, and by talking to experts willing to share their secrets. While I’ll provide time-savers and indulge in a bit of philosophizing to make the job less onerous, be forewarned: There’s no magic way to a totally labor-free garden—except by hiring the aforementioned full-time help; and how many of us can, or want to, do that?

Then why bother? Because even if the garden gets the better of us time after time, we begin each growing season with renewed enthusiasm and hope. This is a book for optimists. It’s more than a how-to; it’s about a philosophy of gardening and the enduring pleasure and tangible benefits that come from creating a satisfying personal landscape—in this case, one that takes only the time we have to give it, and is worth every minute.
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“plant me now!”

At this very moment there are plants and flowers out there simply shouting, “Plant me now!” Just this once, don’t think twice. Instead of planning before you plant, start out with a project that appeals to your need for instant gratification. After all, you have a bit of work, both mental and physical, ahead of you; and this is good practice. By rewarding yourself first—before you ever pick up your pencil or spade—you’ll be encouraged to go on.

In Psych 101 they call it positive reinforcement. I call it a gift to yourself. It won’t take long. It will be easy, fun, and satisfying; and the results will make you want to continue towards the greater and even more satisfying rewards ahead.

Of course, easier still would be to purchase a preplanted container. Go ahead if you must. Buying a ready-made garden in a pot certainly saves time, but it usually costs more than the component parts. More importantly, it deprives you of the fun and pride you’ll experience by planting the container yourself and admiring the display for months to come. Instead, why not use the planted containers you see at the nursery as teaching tools and clues to what you can grow?

But how can you inspire yourself to begin gardening, and do it quickly and easily? My husband, Ned, heretofore unrecognized as a major poet, suggests the following: “Get off your duff and plant some stuff.”

Here’s how.

FIRST: GO SHOPPING

Shopping is always a viable alternative to work—even in the garden. Next time you know you’ll be driving by your local garden center or megastore, allow yourself an extra half hour or so to stop by and begin the gift to yourself.

First, look for a sizeable pot that really appeals to you. A top diameter of anywhere from 16 to 20 inches will do nicely. It can be pottery or plastic, terra-cotta or faux, painted or natural. It should have a hole in the bottom for drainage, and it can have features such as an attached saucer, or even a water reservoir to cut down on watering chores. No matter what you buy, it doesn’t have to cost a fortune, but you do have to like the way it looks.

While you’re there, purchase between 9 and 20 plants, depending on their size and the size of your container. Choose more than you think you’ll need. Select annuals rather than perennials; we’re not going for perpetuity here.

The plants don’t have to be huge, but they do have to be different shapes: one to three that are tall and spiky, five to ten medium sized and bushy, and three to seven cascading or vinelike. They also have to be colorful of foliage or flower—or both; and they have to appeal to you since, if you heed my advice, it’ll be a little while before you plant much else.

If you’re attracted to a pot that’s at the upper end of the size range, or even a huge pot, you’ll have to bring home either more or bigger plants proportional to the container, as well as more soil.

An aside: If you happen to see, or already have, a small trellis or framework you like, you can substitute climbing vines for the tall plants. Morning glories work nicely, especially the ones that belie their name and bloom throughout the day. Purchase one for each leg of the support and put the plant right by it. Wind the branches around the leg, leaving room for growth.

If possible, once you’ve selected some plants you like, set their individual pots or packages on the ground or a table all snugged in together to see how they’ll look together and approximately how much space they’ll take. If that isn’t an option, you’ll need to use your imagination instead. If you don’t like your choices or don’t think you have enough plants for the size of the container, now’s the time to make changes.

No matter what the container, the object is to fill it liberally and lushly with greenery and blooms. Remember, we’re looking for instant gratification—no miserly little displays for us!

While you’re at this same store, buy a bag of potting soil—nothing elaborate, but make sure it’s marked “sterile,” “artificial,” or “soilless” and that there’s enough of it to fill the pot you’ve chosen. If you want to cut down on watering, you can try the type that contains bits of polymer that soak up water and then provide it as the soil becomes dry.

Add to your shopping cart a small container of time-release plant food (fertilizer), too. Again, nothing fancy. A little goes a long way towards creating a good and lasting display. Just read the labels and purchase one that promises to promote bloom without the need for frequent application. If you buy a soil that contains fertilizer, you can skip this step.

If your container will be on an outdoor surface that’s impervious to water, don’t worry about putting a saucer under it. You might want to prop it up a bit, though, to allow the water to drain. Garden centers sell “feet” for just this purpose, or you can improvise.

If, on the other hand, the pot will be on a surface that can’t take too much moisture, buy or find a plant saucer that’s a couple of inches larger than the plant’s bottom diameter. Plastic is probably best because water won’t leach through it. Big, round trays or large, flat deli containers from the supermarket work great for larger containers.

Rummaging through your garage may net some of the above supplies. If so, fine. Just don’t make it hard on yourself. That defeats the purpose of this exercise.

SIZE UP THE SPACE

When you get your container home, look around for a spot that’s sunny most of the day, and where you’ll often be able to see and admire your accomplishment. If it’s winter and you’re in the northern half of the U.S., that spot will probably be inside. Come late spring, you can move the whole show outdoors. I’ve been growing geraniums (Pelargonium), ivies, and herbs that way for years.

Because it’s easier to carry an empty container than to lug a full one, jostling plants and spilling soil as you go, it’s a good idea to take everything to the area where you want the pot to sit and work on your container garden there. If you’re worried about the carpet or the decking, cover the area where you’re planting with a large piece of plastic.

Okay, now we’re ready to plant.

FILL ’ER UP

To keep soil from leaking out through the drainage hole, take a coffee filter, a piece of newspaper, or some loose stones or shards (pieces of broken pots) and place them in the bottom of the container to cover the hole. If you use shards, position them so water can get under them and out the bottom of the pot. If there’s no hole in the container you choose, you can either drill one or several half-inch holes, or you can fill the container a quarter of the way up with small stones or gravel to provide some interior drainage. The latter might be the only option if the pot is delicate and might split if you try to drill into it.
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If the container’s big enough or made of a material that makes it likely to be really heavy once it’s filled with soil, fill it to about halfway up with something like foam peanuts (loosely encased in a plastic bag to prevent a mess later on!) or rumpled-up bubble wrap.

Then come the soil and fertilizer. Fill the container to within three inches of the top rim, and add a scoop or two of fertilizer (again, read the label), thoroughly mixing it into the soil. Shake it so the soil filters down around the shards or other filler and then tamp down the surface a little, but don’t get carried away. For this kind of work, I seldom wear garden gloves, preferring the feel of the soil and plants; but you might be of a different opinion. If so, just make sure your gloves allow you the dexterity you need.

Now for the plants. Tap each one out of its pot or six-pack as you’re ready to use it. Begin by centering the tall one in the pot. Work it in so about an inch of the soil that came with it is still exposed. Then, add the medium-height, bushy plants at equal intervals about halfway between the tall plant and the pot’s rim. Finally, closer to the rim, evenly space the vines, positioning them so they drape artfully over the side of the container.

Since the plants themselves all begin about an inch above the soil, we have to fill in around them to bring the soil height up to between one and two inches from the rim. So, take a little more potting soil and, with a trowel or your hands, spread it between the plants so that the surface is even and no roots are exposed.

WATER AND WATCH IT GROW

Water liberally, so the soil is soaked, at least to several inches below the top. With some soil or soilless mixes, this may take several light waterings to accomplish.

Every day or so as the surface begins to dry out, water your container again. Factors that affect how often you’ll need to add water include the type and amount of soil mix you’re using, the weather, and the size of the pot. This shouldn’t be a hardship; just grab a watering can as you’re headed towards this convenient and visible spot you’ve chosen. Since this is also a good project for children, if you have any at home, why not enlist their help in maintaining your container garden?

Although the point of packing plants into the container is to make it look great from day one, your plants will grow and prosper and look even fuller as the season progresses. And you’ll be inspired.

You’ve just given yourself a wonderful present. You’ve allowed yourself to plant a small but beautiful garden using only what appeals to you and, most importantly, without stress and strain. Because of the way you went about this project, you’ll appreciate the results all the more. Pull up a chair and enjoy the show.

Now, just imagine what you can accomplish with a little more effort. Read on.


3

“plant me next!”

Now that you have a container garden under your belt, you’re ready for something bigger—a flower bed. The following chapters will give you information you need to get started on a landscape plan. Then you’ll proceed to a planting plan and purchasing, planting, and growing your plants. The container was great practice, but now you’re facing the prospect of planting and maintaining your entire property.

If you want to avoid feeling overwhelmed at this gardening game, don’t try to finish or even begin your whole project at once. Start with one small garden you can build in a weekend’s worth of spare time, and then progress to the next and the next as you have time and resources.

If it begins to get out of hand and you run out of time, sit back and reexamine your ideas and actions. You might be overcomplicating your gardening chores, or the landscape plan you’ve created might be too elaborate—or you might just need more time to get it all done.

To get started on your one, small garden, we’ll put aside the finer points for now and just dig and plant and see what happens. We’ll assume you already have a few tools. Think of this as an experiment to gauge your time outlay, interest, physical stamina, and other elements and attributes you’ll need for more extensive gardening.

BUT WHERE? HOW?

Pick out a sunny spot close to your entry or kitchen door. For our purposes, sunny means six to eight hours a day of sun. Mark off a section no larger than four by eight feet. It can have a gentle curve to it or an oval shape. If it’s against a wall or a building, the outer edge can curve away from the structure. Since we’re starting from scratch in this one area, ideally it shouldn’t contain any plants you want to keep, or at least can’t easily move.

If your property has a lot more shade than sun, you can select a partly shady spot and choose plants accordingly. If the only place you want a garden contains a tree or other plants you can’t or don’t want to move, again, just plan accordingly. Be as flexible as you need to be. Of course it’s important to put this little flower and/or herb-vegetable bed where you’ll want some garden, any garden—even a bigger one—in the future.

Let’s say this new garden backs up to your house. Begin the four-foot measurement just beyond the drip line of the roof. If you’re curving the edges, you may go out a little more than four feet from there. Use your artistic sensibilities (you have them, or you wouldn’t care about gardening).

Now, you want to clear your artist’s canvas. Dig out any grass within this new garden area. If it’s next to the house, clear the entire area from the house out to the far edge of the plot. If there are relatively small plants there you want to keep, either work around them or, easier by far, dig them up and put them aside temporarily—even a cardboard box will work for this. Just make sure you include some of the soil around them and keep them moist until you can replant them.

If you want to make the process of removing grass easier but slower, spread plastic over the ground and let the sun beat down on it for a week or so. Everything under the plastic will turn brown and will be a bit easier to dig out. If you want to save any grass and transplant it, more power to you. Dig up your grass in strips or squares. Just remember to create a depression the depth of the sod in the area where you want to put it; that way it will match the area around it.

Now that your garden is empty of plants, use a flat spade or other tool to make a nice, neat edge—a frame for your garden. Dig out any small stones you find and put them in a bucket or box, and rake the soil until it’s fairly smooth. Rock makes a great accent in the garden. If there are large stones, you can move them aside temporarily (if they aren’t too heavy) and then incorporate them into your garden before you plant. If they’re big, let them be and work around them.

It’s time to take another trip to your local garden center. Using your favorite color as a guide, purchase plants whose flowers are in that color family, are near neighbors, or complement it (blue and white go with everything in the garden, for example). For now, stick with a range of several colors rather than a whole bunch, so the effect will be homogenous.

When making your selections, go with tried-and-true favorites that grow well in your area. You can find out which ones they are by asking the nursery staff. If your new garden is in the shade, then make sure you purchase shade-loving plants. If you’d rather grow vegetables and herbs, follow the same guidelines using different plants and keeping in mind that you’ll need to select an area with lots of sun. Combining herbs and vegetables with flowers is a great way to have the best of both worlds.

Your suggested shopping list is as follows:

• Seven tall flowering perennials (height at maturity around three feet). These will become your background planting. Purchase only five if they are, or will grow to be, broad as well as tall (e.g., hydrangea, spirea), nine if they’re skinny (e.g., phlox or delphinium). If you want to plant vines (clematis or morning glory), purchase simple stakes or trellises on which they can grow.

• Nine to fifteen medium-height perennials (one to two feet at maturity). These will make up the middle ground in your garden. Again, if they’re relatively small or thin species, go with the larger number. If your garden is in the sun, you can include a couple of eggplant or tomato plants in cages to approximate a true kitchen garden.

• Two dozen assorted low annuals in colors that will complement the other plants in the garden. You can add herbs into this mix; they’ll add greenery and texture rather than color—and that’s just fine. These will become the foreground of your garden, and their colors will add an exclamation point to the display.

• Two large bags of compost

• Two bags of fine or medium bark mulch (the really coarse stuff is hard to handle)

• A container of all-purpose fertilizer as recommended by the garden center (the staff will know the general soil conditions you might have)

PLANT YOUR NEW GARDEN

Now that you’re home with your new garden in the trunk of your car (this may take more than one trip!), open the bags of compost and spread this magical material on the area you’ve dug. Sprinkle on a layer of fertilizer using the amount per square foot as recommended on the container for your 32-square-foot garden bed.

Then, with a spade, mix the compost and fertilizer into the first few inches of soil. Again, rake the surface. Because you’ve plumped up the soil both by adding the compost to it and digging in it, you’ll have a mounded garden with fluffy soil. Try not to walk on it from now on. You won’t have to, since if you kneel or stand at the back and front edges of the garden to work on it you’ll never have to reach much more than a couple of feet to get to the farthest plants. Do you have a kneeling pad or kneepads? If not, you’ll need them soon. For now, though, you can use an old pillow or folded towel you were ready to toss out anyway.

Lay out the pots on your newly dug ground, arranging the tallest plants in back, the medium-height plants in the middle, and the short annuals in front; or, if your garden’s an island, taller plants in the middle and the midsized and smaller plants spreading out around them. Stagger the arrangement so it doesn’t look regimented, and allow more room around the plants that will grow biggest. Starting with the midsized plants in the middle of the garden (or the tall plants if it’s an island), dig holes and plant them so the soil in the pot is even with the soil in which you’re planting them. Press gently around each plant, and you’ll make a small depression in the soil to hold water.

Proceed to the other plants, packing the annuals as tightly as the number you’ve purchased will allow. Spread out the tall perennials, while zigzagging them a little, to fit the eight-foot width of the garden.

Next, water your garden thoroughly, which means longer than you’d expect. Once you’re quite sure the top several inches of soil are moist (dig a little hole and check), open the bags of mulch and spread the pieces of pine bark or whatever you’ve selected around the plants, again starting in the middle. Depending on the coarseness of the mulch, two large bags should be enough to cover your garden to a depth of an inch or two. If you have too much, spread it elsewhere in your garden; too little, buy another bag next time you’re out running errands.

Now, wipe your brow, have a seat, and admire your work.

This is a good time to take stock, too, which will be helpful as you plan the rest of your garden. How did it feel? Was the work easy or hard? Were you on familiar territory or breaking new ground—so to speak?
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the space-time continuum,
garden style

The more space we have in our garden, the more time it takes to fill it with plants, and then to tend those plants. I’m not suggesting you move to a smaller property, although downsizing has a lot to recommend it. I am suggesting that wherever possible you simplify your gardening efforts. Less truly can be more—more time, more freedom, more savings, and even more pleasure and beauty.

Simplifying isn’t always so simple, though. You’ll find contradictions and challenges. What can you do to make gardening easier and faster without taking two steps backwards for every step forward? Here are a few basic “rules” to follow and some “buts” to consider:

• Take shortcuts wherever you can, but only if those shortcuts won’t make more work later on.

• Get out in the garden as soon as possible when conditions are right, but don’t try to do too much the first day—or even the first week. Ease into garden work or the muscles you haven’t used for a while will complain mightily, and that will set you back a few days while you wait till you can kneel down and bend again. I always spend hours at gardening the first chance I get and then pay the price; so please do as I say, not as I do.

• Pay attention to what you and your family want from your yard, not what your neighbors, or even your friends, think you should have.

• Use time-saving devices, as long as they don’t cost the world, but only if they do indeed save time.

• If you get ideas from glossy magazines and trips to fantastic gardens, great; but don’t feel you have to reproduce these picture-book plantings in your own yard. Pick and choose what you like, and try it on a smaller or simpler scale.

• Maintenance is important, but try not to become discouraged if the weeds get the upper hand once in a while. You can take them on when you get the time. After all, you’re bigger than they are—aren’t you?

• Listen to experts’ advice, but make up your own mind. It’s your garden—and your time and money.

• Choose only plants and designs you like. Go with your gut instincts, and your garden is more likely to please you and have staying power.

• Be a selective shopper. Sometimes it’s fun and easy to buy plants, tools, and garden accessories by phone or online. When you receive catalogues, whether by post or e-mail, they’re full of promise and promises; and there are some things you can only get by ordering them through a catalogue. Learn from them and make selections; but before you send off your hard-earned cash, be sure that what they’re offering is right for you and fits into your overall plan. You might even find what you’re looking for faster, cheaper, and fresher at the garden
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