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NO GARDENER needs reminding that life depends on plants. No plants, no life. Very simple. This rough and real fact is the basis for the gardener’s awe of plants, and from this fact springs the gardener’s anxiety about pitching out any green thing.

I have often advocated chopping down Norway maples, hemlocks, and other noisome trees that convert gardens into dank wastelands, so I am well aware that not every green creature should be cherished and preserved. All the same, we owe our life on this planet to plants, and there is no need to forget it.

There is no need for every American to be lured into gardening. It does not suit some people, and they should not be cajoled into a world they have no sympathy with. Many people, after all, find their delight in stealing television sets; others like to make themselves anxious with usury and financial speculation; still others rejoice in a life of murder. None of these is very good material for a gardener.

All I require of society, in the matter of gardening, is a decent awareness that gardeners have a greater stake in society than others, and an occasional reflection that no life is worth living without a vine and a fig tree.


Names from the Garden’s Guest Book

A dear person, assisted by another dandy woman, gave me twenty-two plastic trash bags of horse manure for Christmas, and in last week’s mild weather I got it spread on particular treasures in the garden. Ten roses on their arches had first claim, followed by the planting site of ten forthcoming tomato seedlings, then a dab for a crinum that should have bloomed in the summer but didn’t, and a handful for the Princesse de Sagan (a red rose sitting all by herself), and a bucketful for what I hope is a hardy palm. Like youth, horse manure goes all too quickly. Before you’ve got started good, it’s gone and you wonder how it went so fast.

This is the time to remind ourselves that we have our most beautiful skies in the winter. This sunrise the horizon was thundery dark gray-blue, surmounted by a broad band of orange salmon, then a band of turquoise, and above that a wide band of coral-rose. Above all that the sky was robin-egg blue with a few puffy clouds touched with light red. Of course only steady, wholesome folk (which includes gardeners) are awake to see it.

Many gardeners like to support wildlife in the garden, at least on a small scale, and this may be difficult, as the easiest fauna to attract in a city garden are rats. I once made a brush retreat (as recommended in a wildlife book) but had to remove it, as rats from a dozen counties soon applied for shelter. But I do keep bird feeders going, using only sunflower seed and suet (the suet in hanging wire containers), and as a result have many birds and of course squirrels. At first my peasant nature rebelled at the cost of feeding squirrels, but when I saw their ingenuity, determination, and general invincibility and then considered my own laziness, I saw that I would have squirrels forever and therefore resolved to love them. Things have gone smoothly since.

I put up a flicker nest box, which was taken over by starlings and then by a single squirrel, so I consulted books and built two nest boxes for squirrels. For two years they have ignored them, but on December 22 a pair moved into one of them, though it is only nine feet off the ground, and squirrels prefer to nest much higher. They carried in a lot of dried clematis stems for a couple of hours, and as they are just outside a bedroom window, we have an excellent view of their coming and going.

This past week squirrels have entered the second nest box, and several other squirrels have explored the first box. They stick their heads in until the occupant sticks his head out. A new black squirrel has investigated both boxes, and I only hope all this activity will not cause the original occupants to say nuts to it and move out.

Once we had a chipmunk, but not now. In a rotted maple we found a mother possum with five youngsters the size of oranges, but she was just passing through and stayed only two days. We had a raccoon who left dusty paw prints all over a newly painted wooden gate, and another one that came and destroyed a white water lily imported from Africa, after which we set a trap, but we only caught a neighbor’s cat. He was greatly put out when released but has continued to come back all the same, and through some unknown good fortune the coons have not.

We usually have at least a couple of pairs of birds nesting—chickadees, Carolina wrens, cardinals, and mockingbirds. We also have eight mourning doves who come to feed. Usually a pair nests in the spring on a four-by-four wooden lintel, but the two eggs always fall off and the parents go elsewhere. Their nests are a disgrace, consisting of perhaps six twigs dumped at random, but they must be doing something right, as we now have the eight regulars and there were none when we moved in some years ago.

Nothing is better for wildlife in the garden than a fish pool. Counting sparrows, which we may as well since we have them coming out of our ears, we must have more than one hundred birds a day flying in to drink. Near us sea gulls feed at a grocery store, and I am just as glad they don’t come to us and eat up the goldfish. Grackles I think do; I once saw one make off with a baby sparrow. Crows never came until the last year or two. I never catch them fishing but have seen them fly off with the glass thermometer that floats in the pool. Fortunately, I like to hear crows making a racket early in the morning, and love to hear the mockingbirds singing all night in May.

Butterflies abound in the summer, though no rare ones that I am aware of. It’s said that if you take a big clay saucer, such as you might set a twelve-inch pot in, and fill it with mud kept constantly wet, you attract more, especially if a bit of horse manure is mixed in, but I have not yet tried it. Hummingbirds, I have learned, prefer several separate feeders, as they are bullies, and one will keep others from feeding.

A great sight is the pileated woodpecker that we have had visit on several occasions, once honoring us by looking at the rotted maple. Purple martins used to send scouts to look at the martin house but always flew on to the country, so we gave the house away. They do not like trees or tall shrubs near their house, and require plenty of space to whirl about in.

No foxes, nor, for that matter, tigers, but what we do have are agreeable occupants of a routine town garden that give great pleasure.


Architecture to Make the Garden Glow

Architecture is the mother art of gardens, not because a garden needs to be (or should be) cluttered with architectural gewgaws, but because the stuff of architecture—the tension between differing volumes, the fall of light and dark, the rhythms of texture—is the essence of a garden.

Nobody can begin to grow one fiftieth of the plants that it is possible to grow in this or any other climate, and it is well to understand that to begin with. The gardener should resign himself to what is, after all, the paltriest ambition to grow everything. This does not mean he should not grow about four times as many different plants as he is growing at the moment. But the temptation to devote every square foot to growing another plant should be resisted, for the excellent reason that other approaches will make the gardener happier.

You have only to look at the most admired gardens—Sissinghurst, Hidcote, Bodnant, even Dumbarton Oaks (which ought not to be limited by designer Beatrix Farrand’s surprisingly limited taste in plants). Each of them is notable for its architecture, not only in the buildings that form so prominent a background but also in arbors, summerhouses, stairs, balustrades, mosaic pavements, and canals or pools. Often in England and France, when I have admired some garden, I have subtracted the walls, arbors, pavements, and other architectural features and found myself left with relatively unimpressive scenes. The beauty of plants—lilies, agaves, you name it—is enchanting in itself, but the placing of them all together in a setting of some splendor will quadruple their effectiveness.

Needless to say, a garden need not be formal, with one side balancing the other; the garden may be a woodland or a combination of meadow and copse. The great garden at Sheffield Park, which relies so heavily on its magnificent trees and lake, is an example of a highly architectural garden, in the sense I mean, however informal it seems at first.

In small town gardens (“small” has come to mean less than a quarter-acre, not less than five acres, as formerly), it usually is easier to adopt straight walks and geometrical forms, but there is no reason the small city place should not be given almost entirely to a copse of dogwood and sourwood or a huge informal pool fringed with peltiphyllums and reeds, overlooked by a mossy arbor of cedars. Almost any gardener will at first balk at enclosing the garden with hedges or shrubs or walls; the realization usually comes later that the space occupied by these things is well worth the price of giving up a collection of wild irises or fifty additional peonies, or whatever tempts the gardener in the way of flowers.

Few walks should be narrower than five feet. When the cost of bricks or other paving is at first considered, this seems an extravagance. Like a good furnace, it is not an extravagance in the long run. And a good investment is a batch of poles of various heights—tree limbs will do if you have them after a great storm—that can be moved at will to form an idea of heights, well before the ultimate shape of the garden is decided on. My impression is that gardeners are at first terrified of heights. They think four feet is high. If they look at the gardens they most admire in pictures or in the flesh, they will find the volumes of those gardens are often twelve or twenty feet, not waist-high.

In any case, the gardener should not be afraid to plant large shrubs or tall hedges or even trees, merely because the garden is small. In back of a row house, I would rarely plant a tree if the place were mine, but would build a little pavilion dedicated to a grapevine or other creeper or shrub, giving a fine bulk of noble foliage without the disadvantage of overwhelming shade. But a wild persimmon or sassafras or red cedar or other small tree would do; so would a willow, which could be made manageable either by confining its roots or by sawing its branches from time to time.

Water is urgently important, for the good reason that nothing else in the garden will so delight the gardener, whether he knows it or not. But the critical thing is to visualize this before everything is in concrete. Graph paper is possibly the chief invention since the wheel for gardeners who do not have a strong architectural sense. Remember always that if things must be either too big or too small, they should be too big. Until experience teaches the lesson, the garden designer will invariably make everything too small, too complicated in outline, too fussy, and the result will not please.

One wide paved walk, one lily pool as large as can be managed, one border as wide as feasible, and an enclosure of shrubs notable for foliage and texture and flower or fruit (the viburnums, small magnolias, nandinas, photinias, yews, hollies, come immediately to mind, along with such creepers or vines as the grape, actinidia, akebia, and campsis), and the bones are cast, as you might say. Within this framework of bulk and light and shade, you then consider the mini-site (what are you to do with this four-foot strip in dappled shade, say) and decide what you would like best from among all the things possible. For example, you might fill the dappled strip fairly solid with white Japanese anemones for the fall, or anemones and bugbanes, or anemones and a few tall lilies, and maybe edge it with one clump of blue hostas and a patch of catmint.

But what an error to get into specifics here. The point most important to make is that one’s delight in the garden depends far more heavily than one thinks at first on the effects of sunlight and shadow, on massive bulk and relative emptiness contrasting with each other, on the effect of light on water, on the texture of brick and wood and stone.

Generally, ornaments do not give the pleasure one expects. In the small garden, possibly one sculpture will do, provided you ever find one you think is incredibly beautiful and you can afford (after forty-five years I actually purchased a bronze Siamese lion-dragon-dog), but usually it works better to use a plant as ornament—a fat box bush, a willow in a tub, a winter cherry, a clipped yew, a handsome pot or urn with plants spilling out of it (but not concealing its shape).

I would hardly cite my own garden as an example to be followed, because I have the severe vice of wanting more plants than is aesthetically right; but then, I am writing this not for pigheaded folk who know precisely what they want but for those who are not quite sure how to make the place beautiful. And if that is your aim, as it is for most sensible people, the most important advice I can give is to think of architecture, think in terms of bulks and voids, in terms of light. Colors and other minor things can be filled in later and changed at will.


Oops! There Goes Another Rubber Tree Plant

I now pay for amaryllis sloth last summer. There are several bulbs, some of them eight years old, that I grow in pots, where they flower every January or February. Last summer, instead of turning the bulbs out of the pots and planting them in a good sunny spot to build up strength, I stood them outdoors in their pots, giving no new soil, no humus, no fertilizer, nothing, not even water.


The first bloom stalk this month had only two huge flowers instead of the usual four. Some of the bulbs, which are old enough and large enough to flower, are not flowering at all, because they made so little growth outdoors in the cramped pots, with utter neglect. They reproach me sorely every time I look at them. Next summer I shall do better by them.

Another house-dweller is the agave, that grand succulent creature resembling a yucca descended from Genghis Khan. It is native to dry, warm parts of America. I fell heir to one that was tossed out in the alley a few years ago, not so large then, and since I am not quite sure I can kill a plant without suffering trauma, I took it in, and it began to grow. It sent up some offshoots. I put it in a large clay pot, which it soon broke with its expanding roots. Then I put it into a hexagonal redwood tub, and it might have been all right for another year in that, except the bottom rotted out.

It now sits precariously in the living room, in the one spot that, I hope, is far enough out of traffic that nobody will be speared by its sharp spines. In the summer I trot around with rose shears cutting off the sharp tips of the swordlike leaves, but there is not much I can do with the fierce teeth that completely line the leaf edges. The agave and its babies in the tub are three and a half feet high, I would say, and four feet wide, maybe more. How I will get it out in the spring? Well, spring is a way off.

If I dared, I’d plant it out in good deep rich earth in April, but I know it would grow so vigorously it would be almost impossible to dig up next fall. And where will it go next fall? Already I am meeting resistance to putting it near the washing machine, the oil tank, the paint shelves, the bathroom, or almost anywhere else. It will have to go somewhere, I don’t know where, and it will have to be in some container without a rotted bottom, though I don’t know what.

The trouble is—one trouble is—I like agaves, the bigger the better. Well, these things work themselves out. Sometimes the gardener gets hit by a truck before he has to face the fact that the house won’t hold but so many cubic feet.

There are several subtropical beasts like monsteras and certain philodendrons that start off looking neat in a smallish pot. The roots start going over the edge and the gardener thinks that the least he can do is provide a bigger pot, so he does this. These are the same plants that grow up trees in Madeira and other warm places. I have always known that, and I know that if you keep them rather starved in poor soil and refuse to give them larger and larger pots and tubs, they will stay semimanageable for years. On the other hand, you do like to see them flourish mightily.

Rubber trees are a common problem, though not with me. They go right up to the ceiling and then want to go through to the next floor. I have solved this. I grow mine, one of the kind that develops bronze or green-red leaves, in a large plastic pot a foot or so across. When it started getting too big, I let it almost die of thirst. That helped. Then in the summer I set it in a new place, out in the open, where it got all the winds of heaven. Every three or four days it blew over. It is now only about seven feet tall and a bit ragged, but its fight for survival has kept it from going through the ceiling.

Nothing is simpler than cutting the top out. New growth springs from the old stems. The part cut out makes fine cuttings, and new plants root easily. But I do not cut out the tops. I am afraid I’d root them, and then, within a few years, instead of one rubber plant too big for the dining room, I’d have a dozen.

Fooled it.


Maintaining Your Garden and Maintaining Your Sanity

Pamela Lord at the Garden Book Club said something awful. “I’ve been thinking a lot about it,” she said, “and I’m tired of hearing so much about maintenance-free gardens. If you aren’t going to get out there and live with it—including taking care of it—then what’s the point of gardening anyway? This year,” she continued, “I’m going to order fewer new things and concentrate on taking care of what I have. I’ve decided maintenance is almost everything.”

She’s right, of course. People who say disgusting things are often right. In fact, however, it turned out (as Ms. Lord chatted along on the phone) that she is acquiring a number of plants new to her, and I doubt she spends her winter weekends grubbing out briars and straightening fences, for all her high and mighty talk.

Some years ago I resolved that nobody would ever work in my garden but me, though of course my splendid companion goes out there occasionally to pull up a clematis or two, and fills a lot more body bags with weeds than I do. Because we have no hired help, and because I am sloppy by nature, the garden usually looks terrible except when the spirit enters and I dash about for four days in a manic fit to straighten things up. Then the garden looks fairly okay for a week.

I attribute this state of things to a virtue I happen to possess (and not to the clear fact that I am lazier than most people), which is a fondness for digging. The more you dig, the greater mess you make, and if you consider digging the Great Good Occupation of Adam’s Sons, of course you have to budget your time. Which means you dump everything on the walk and tend to that pile of pruned stems from the grapes “later.” You can be sure the phone will ring or a hurricane will come up or it will be time to do something else urgently, and the prunings will stay where you dump them. On later excursions into the garden, a good many of these can be kicked under a yew or otherwise semidisposed of, and the dogs are good at picking some of them up and wandering off.

You don’t dig far in Washington without encountering massive roots. I never knew such a place for tree roots, and as for pokeweed, nowhere else in the world do pokeweeds grow so quickly or make roots so enormous. I have two hatchets and two axes. It’s dirty work, but somebody has to do it, as I say before plopping down with a grunt after an exhausting forty-minute session.

Some people are clearly better at maintenance in their gardens than others—the same ones, probably, that keep files of birthdays and jokes for all occasions and have neat desks. The world in general admires them, and I in general stand in awe of them. In moments of transient bitterness and sarcasm, I say, Of course they are neat, since they haven’t got anything to be messy about. The truth, however, is simply that they are better organized than I. They know that sooner or later the grape branches are going to have to be picked up (it takes them literally years to rot away) and cut up and hauled out to the trash, and it’s more efficient to do it promptly than to do it “later.”

They are right, which makes the whole thing more annoying. I read an anecdote about some Lady Rothschild, a woman with a flawless garden where nothing was ever undone that ought to have been done, who was visiting another garden in the fall. There were some brilliantly colored leaves on the grass paths, and Lady R. exclaimed over them: “How gorgeous. I suppose you import them?” She had never seen a stray leaf on the paths at her own place.

We need not go as far as the Rothschild garden, of course, but some of us—certainly I—could do better in the way of general maintenance. We must try.


Tomato or Tomahto: Tips on Types to Plant

The gardener’s attention is now riveted on the tomato, because (a thing others will think odd) although tomatoes are not planted out in Washington until May 10, January is the proper month to agonize over which tomato to grow.

If the plants grow well, two plants per adult will yield enough for most people. Your typical gardener commonly plants more than that, on the theory that things will not go well at all. One false economy usually practiced by city gardeners is to jam in as many plants as possible, but sober experience will show that better results come from spacing the plants at least two feet apart, and preferably three.

The best scheme for most gardeners is to grow them in cylindrical cages twenty-four inches in diameter and five feet high—you just plant the infant tomato seedling in the center and as it grows it’s supported by the cage. You make these easily from reinforcing mesh or any heavy wire fencing, but be sure the mesh is large enough to let you reach in and gather fruit.

There are well over a thousand varieties of tomatoes in America, and perhaps three hundred of them are being grown fairly widely. But with limited space, a gardener naturally wants the perfect tomato. There are commercial tomatoes that are bred for supermarket sale or canning. These are best left to the great firms for which they were bred, and are generally a poor choice for the home garden. The home gardener does not need a variety that can be shipped and handled roughly, nor the varieties that all ripen within a few days, then produce no longer.

Still, even the poorest tomato is improved beyond recognition if allowed to become dead ripe on the vine. One great reason that many grocery-store tomatoes are dismal is that they are picked completely green and artificially ripened.

In Washington I hear many complaints about early varieties of tomatoes, those that are supposed to produce fruit within sixty days or so of being set outdoors. In general they lack the high quality of the later varieties, and the gardener often discovers that they do not ripen any earlier than high-quality later sorts. Henry E. Allen of Bethesda, Maryland, commonly called Mr. Vegetable, says he has never found an early variety he likes. With him they ripen no more than a week before the late kinds, and many of them not only give up after the first few tomatoes ripen, but also often simply collapse once our warm weather arrives.

There is a debate, at least among picky gardeners, about hybrid tomatoes. These are produced by crossing two established strains to achieve a variety stronger, better, more loyal, courteous, kind (on my Scout’s honor) than the older varieties. They are more resistant to a wider assortment of diseases, and when well grown with ample sun and water in rich soil, they yield heavier crops; at least that is what most gardeners think. But others insist that nonhybrid varieties have richer flavor and less tough flesh. If there is room to give each plant at least four square feet, the gardener can grow both hybrid and older standard types and see which he prefers.


Sowing Beauty in Beastly Surroundings

Perfection is not required and certainly need not be expected in any field of gardening. Often when visiting famous gardens I have been urged to admire the placement of some mountain ash or yew and invited to marvel at the foresight of the planter some two hundred years ago. The truth is, I am delighted the great tree is in just the right place, but foresight my eye.

The way it works is, a gardener plants stuff all over the place. Much of it dies and much is chopped out. Taste changes; new owners develop strange enthusiasms for rhododendrons or winter hazels. Economics change, and the emphasis on glasshouses vanishes. Where there were twenty-six gardeners, now there are three, and farewell to the box-edged beds filled with ranunculus. What one sees now is what remains after all the hazards have occurred over the years, and what remains physically and economically possible.

It is the same in the small town garden. The garden is a process, not a sculpture or a painting that once given form will stay that way. The trees grow and shade out the water lilies, or the trees fall in storms and that’s the end of trilliums. An ugly shed is erected or a fine old hedge is removed, or similar things take place to change the character of the garden remarkably. A garden is ephemeral. Few are the gardens that have lasted more than forty years, and even in that time they usually have changed character beyond belief.

It surprises me, after all these years of poking about, to see how rarely visitors notice that what they truly admire in great gardens is old brick walls, luminous pools and ponds, a beautiful architectural background—it can help a garden no end to have a Roman temple or a medieval tower at the end of it—and these things, marvelous as they may be, have little to do with the poor gardener’s skill or lack of it. What the ordinary town gardener has to do is make the most of what he cannot change. He can obscure, with a locust tree or a vine arbor or anything else of appropriate size, an ugly warehouse or a parking lot. He can cut down a locust and remove an arbor that hides a beautiful building or a superb view.

Suppose (and it is the usual thing) a city garden has surroundings that are ugly and cannot be hidden. Suppose a ten-foot wall of mellow brick would be a great help but cannot be acquired, for any number of reasons. Even so, it is possible to have a beautiful garden. The eye can be directed away from the grossness that cannot be demolished and focused instead on a small summerhouse in the center of the garden or a small pool for fish and perhaps some lush and graceful roses on high posts behind the pool. A mass of flowers can be concentrated in the foreground, and nothing dazzling allowed to be seen in the direction where the worst view is.

Suppose there is a long range of unbroken cinder-block wall or the backs of commercial garages at one side of the garden. It will usually be impossible to block them from view, but much can be done to diffuse their otherwise insistent massiveness and length simply by planting a small tree in front of them. An examination will show that most of the crud is still visible, but the fact that the long stretch is broken by the interruption of a tree or two will do much—almost everything—to take the curse off. It is a principle of camouflage that if there are blobs to break an outline, the thing will no longer be seen, or at least it will not so insistently assert itself.

With a small garden, at least there is the comfort that it is much easier to design than a large garden, and much more can be done (merely in terms of dollars) to correct the unfavorable site. Grape arbors and pools, big pots, handsome pavements, and striking specimen plants are far more feasible in a garden back of a row house than they are in a large garden.

I always felt sorry for owners of huge gardens with vistas on such a scale that the nearby village really had to be demolished to make the garden look right. We in crowded towns at least do not have to think what it costs to raze fifteen surrounding city blocks. We are not so expansive and we have no such power. We surrender to the inevitable and find in the installation of some four-by-four posts with grapes or other vines, and in the introduction of a fat box bush or a stone plinth or a wooden railing just here, that we have done much to transform what at first seemed a hopeless jumble or urban blight.

There is another approach, quite valid, to the question of surrounding ugliness, and that is simply to ignore it and to concentrate on neat rows of beans, superbly cultivated roses, or whatever the gardener prizes most. There can still be a place for the gardener to sit and admire his asparagus or whatever. A wooden sentry box, open to the magnificent view (twenty by sixty feet) of the cabbages, is not beyond the means of anybody who has a garden at all.

You have only to look at allotment gardens (those strips side by side in which a number of gardeners may grow ten tomato plants or two hundred gladioli) to see how worthwhile even a tiny garden can be, even without such dream fixtures as clipped hedges and limpid pools with red fish and blue water lilies. Relax, I suggest, and waste no further time muttering about the absence of ceanothus-clad walls of salmon brick with the tower of St. Phlomis-atte-Puddle for a backdrop. Dig that hole. Fetch that leaf bag full of horse manure. Plant that bush. A vine, after all, and a fig tree are enough for any mortal to rejoice in, and more than most men nowadays can have. The world would be vastly better if every human had a grapevine.

A useful book for anybody facing the challenge of a small garden in the city is The City Gardener’s Handbook (New York: Random House, 1990), by Linda Yang, noted garden writer for the New York Times. The author has faced the horrors herself—not all that awful, when you get down to it and figure what has to be done—and will save the novice many false steps. The photographs, moreover, are highly reassuring of what the result can be.


The Gardener’s Lot

The life so short, the craft so long to learn. This was said about literature, but it really fits gardening better. Poetry, after all, is learned extremely early as a rule, if it is learned at all, but gardening is the province of old crocks past the age of twenty-eight.


Why does it take so long to learn? Partly because books contain endless errors, and partly because the craft is so close to the real world. A poet could write the same thing, I would think, in Seville or Bald Knob, Arkansas, but a gardener must deal with weather, with soil, with sun that varies madly.

Take the Italian arum. Arum italicum is a plant valuable for small gardens in town, since its beautiful dark green marbled or veined leaves appear only in October, when other things are in decline. It is fresh and fine all winter and spring, dying down with warm weather.

It used to be a common enough plant. I saw it often as a kid in Tennessee. I do not see it so often up here, and although I found one company that sold it in New York, it was not the beautifully marked form I wanted.

When a buddy of mine went abroad and said he wanted to bring me back something, I said, “How about some seeds of the Italian arum?” He came back with a small bare root an inch long, with no leaves or rootlets. He stole it from a famous garden. I said I might have to have him put in jail. But first I waited to see if it would grow. If it didn’t, I might need this guy to steal another one on the next trip.

It took a year for the root to make two leaves, one of which was broken off, probably by the same wretched dog that keeps watering my best box bush. The year after, it put up two leaves again, and they did fine. The third year there were four leaves, the largest of which was broken. The fourth year there were finally about five leaves and the plant bloomed and set seed.

Ah. This plant is easy from seed. I often grew it from seed in the past. The seed finally ripened to its proper scarlet on the spadix (that spike you find in the middle of the calla or the jack-in-the-pulpit or this arum), and I cut it and brought it indoors to dry thoroughly. I intended to plant the seed this past October and (counting chickens) expected twenty nice little plants next spring. Because the seeds were few and precious, I set them on the mantel in the living room. They ripened along nicely.

One day they were not there.

This may be the place to say that nothing is accomplished by roaring up to one’s wife. Even if she has in fact thrown out some treasure, she will never admit it, and the years have shown me that after considerable righteous bellowing on my part, it usually turns out that I moved the seeds myself, or planted them and forgot them. Things like that.

In this case, we believe the spadix fell off the mantel and got chewed up by our young terrier, Max. The seeds, I suspect, are poisonous. Come to think of it, Max was mysteriously ill one day. Anyhow, no seeds. And yet this arum is a plant I would like to raise plenty of, and to spread around.

What is it now, five years? This is precisely the kind of delay you encounter in gardening. With better luck, I could have had flowers and seeds the first year, and nothing really is simpler than raising an Italian arum, getting seeds, and growing them as easily as radishes. All the same, however simple it is, it may take a sixth year.

At some effort, I imported a plant of equal merit in the winter, the big-leaf bergenia called ‘Ballawley Hybrid’, since I could not find it in America. That doesn’t mean it isn’t grown. There are lots of wonderful nurseries that can’t afford to advertise nationally, and doubtless there are commercial sources for the plant in America, but I couldn’t find them.

A disgusting thing you will encounter in your gardening life is this sort of sentence: “The bergenias are planted far too often. They are fairly boring plants, though ‘Ballawley Hybrid’ is probably as good as any, if for some reason you feel compelled to grow a plant so dull and routine.” You always see such a thing in print at just the time you have knocked yourself senseless acquiring the plant and coddling it along. To crown it all, the dull, worthless plant you have finally got at enormous effort and some expense will die on you, as mine did—just in time for you to read another comment: “One of the worst things is that these bergenias spread about in a tiresome way and have to be weeded out.”

If, as I believe, gardeners are the elect of the earth, cured in humility and grace and other good things, it is because Nature herself hammers in upon us the lessons of patience, and reminds us far too frequently how little our skill and experience are worth. The next step, needless to say, is to see a garden in which there is noth ing but a forsythia bush, a large terrace for cocktails, and (gasp) a huge patch of ‘Ballawley’. The owner always says, “Oh that. It’s something somebody planted. Don’t look like much, does it?”

I once planted a rare evergreen oak from Burma and was prepared to pray over it for some years. Instead, it grew as well as a plain water oak, and never gave me a minute’s worry. I loved (in those days in that garden) to show it to people, and if they seemed impressed, I always said, “Well, it grows like a weed. Can’t think why anybody ever has any trouble with it,” knowing perfectly well that the gardener would go home, order it and plant it, and struggle along for ten years to get the blasted thing going. Cursing me the while, of course.

It takes no time to fall helpless prey to the delights of gardening, and nobody should be put off by thinking it is difficult or takes forever. Even oaks from acorns grow with astounding speed. Yet it is true that you can spend most of your life gardening before it finally dawns on you what you think is most worth growing. And the rest of your life (as Gertrude Jekyll once observed) puzzling out how best to grow it.

I think the best summation of the gardener’s lot was spoken by a fellow in London who, against all odds, wound up with a beautiful garden out in the country. “This garden,” he used to say, “was made by doing impractical things that we could not afford at the wrong time of the year.”
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IF GARDENERS SPENT less time running about doing things they think they are supposed to do and more time contemplating the beauty of the world’s plants, they’d get more out of their gardens and be less of a pest to the civilized world.

I have a useful rule of thumb for judging garden books: whenever I see charts in which you read down one side, then across, I know the book was written by some idiot whose learning and whose love are exhausted by a three-word summary. Thus, there will be a chart of useful flowering shrubs, and you read down the side till you get to Rose; then, reading across, you find such items as Height, Season, Color, and so forth. You will read under Height, “Variable,” and under Season you will be informed “Spring” or “Spring through fall,” and under Color you will find “Various: white, yellow, red, etc.,” so you wind up knowing nothing about any rose.

This approach, however, pleases many book publishers, staffed as they are by people who cannot get honest jobs and who imagine that such a worthless chart represents taut, crisp acumen when what it really represents is abysmal ignorance of the subject. Such books abound in “calendars” in which you are exhorted to run out and do something every week or every hour of the year: “December is the time to chase field mice out of the barberry bushes” and so on. By punching a computer key, all the dumb advice of the centuries can be belched up and recycled for a new work. All too often the poor gardener discovers that since he is learning nothing about roses or any other plant, perhaps he should get busy on the field mice, as that is the only specific thing he can find in the book.

What we really want to know is which flowers are most worth growing in the succeeding seasons of the year, and whether there is any trick in growing them (almost always there is not), and which varieties are acknowledged by experienced gardeners to be most worth the space and effort needed to grow them. Sooner or later most gardeners will die, to put it cautiously, and the question then is whether the gardener has spent his time and resources fidgeting about with fungi, moles, bugs, and evil squirrels or has gloried, year by year, in the snowdrops.

Gardening is full of mistakes, almost all of them pleasant and some of them actually instructive, and it all turns out right at the last, provided the gardener’s attention remains fixed on the marvelous things available to be grown rather than on tasks urged by ignorant puritans, such as chasing mice or pestering starlings.


Sowing Seeds Indoors, and Other Poppycock

A friend, having made a note that I have never raised poppies with any success, thoughtfully invited me to view her Shirley poppies in bloom in February. Not outdoors, of course. She is the rankest amateur, she is fond of saying, and just raises a few things in her basement under lights, including these poppies, which are—she scarcely knows how—growing like gangbusters. But then, any fool can grow them.

So go ahead, don’t pay any attention to me, plant your seeds indoors in October or January or early February. Any fool can succeed, as my friend likes to remind me. But I am here to say that the one gardening operation that brings the most grief to the greatest number is this sowing of seeds in the house before mid-March.

People tell me what they do, and I know it anyway, as I have often done it myself. They rev up and buy ten bucks’ worth of seed from a catalogue, and there they are on January 10 with the seed in their hand, the Styrofoam cups on the windowsill, and what joy there is when, on February 1, all kinds of wee green sprouts make the heart leap. It is far otherwise on March 10, when the few surviving spindly pale green shoots lean desperately toward the light. Outside there is a snowstorm. The gardener reads that he should “harden off” the seedlings by exposing them to greater light and cooler temperatures outdoors, then bring them back inside for a few days. Very well. It’s hardening-off time, not that the spindly seedlings are going to survive either outdoors or indoors, but the gardener hesitates to harden them off in a rain of sleet.

After about three years of this, the gardener says nuts and sprinkles the seeds outdoors in fall or late winter, hoping a few will grow. A few do, but they cannot compete with the late winter weeds, and commonly no flowers result, not even one. Then the gardener says nuts again and waits till April 1, searching garden centers for the very first flats of geraniums and alyssum. These are borne home in triumph, planted out, and they too perish in a late freeze, or even without a freeze they die in windy, damp cold.

Nuts again, says the gardener (we are now up to about the tenth year), and he learns to wait till late April or May to plant out those semimythical “sturdy, thrifty, well-hardened plants” that the books keep talking about. And sure enough they grow and bloom, so the gardener concludes that the way to do it is to wait until full spring is here and then plant out the best and costliest young plants he can find.

But suppose he wants a certain variety of petunia or verbena or zinnia or whatnot, and knows he will not find it at any garden center. The only way to get it is from seed. He then has two choices.

He can wait till mid-May and plant the seeds outdoors, in a well-prepared (which means tilled and weed-free) soil in friable condition—which means work, so don’t just race over “well-prepared”


as if your soil already were dreamy—and give them protection from emerging weeds, from strong winds, and especially from drought. When the seedlings emerge, you should transplant them to stand about a foot apart, except for things like poppies and cornflowers, which often die when transplanted.

The other method is to proceed on St. Patrick’s Day, in the Washington area, exactly as the foolish gardener did on January 10, with your Styrofoam cups and soil (or whatever you use), and you will still have the joy of beholding the tender green sprouts. Except that this time they will live. The light is strong; the temperature is milder. If it snows you don’t care, because your seedlings are safe indoors. They don’t dry out, because you water them, and they don’t suffer from wind or slugs or the usual hazards of God’s great outdoors. They grow up sturdy, because on mild sunny days you put your flats or pots of seedlings outdoors, then bring them in at night. Their leaves are really green, not pale, and their stems are sturdy, not etiolated.

Depending on how fast they grow, they go outdoors in permanent positions in the second half of April or early May, if the varieties are pretty hardy, or after mid-May if they are tender. In either
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