
In the Garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

July 31, 2009 
Checking in with the vegetables 

Here we are in the middle of the vegetable growing season and, I’m already looking towards next year’s 
vegetable garden. This year, we had for the first time a big plot for veggies. My husband, also co-
gardener and I were very eager to finally have the sort of harvest we had thus far only dreamed about. 
Having a partner in a project is a distinct advantage. We have the same goals, equal commitment to 
doing the work and making a success of it.

But with a partner, one really must come to a consensus on everything and here was the rub. My 
husband thinks and operates like a farmer. He wants maximum yield and plans for that. There is nothing 
wrong with this approach as this is after all about crops and hence an agrarian project. I, however, think 
like a scientist-gardener. I want everything to be well-designed experiments. Yield is important, but so is 
aesthetics. I seek the right balance and I’m willing to make adjustments to arrive at it.

While my husband wanted to start planting as soon as the beds were ready, I had to first draw up plans 
and chart out growing requirements. Who knew we each had such strong viewpoints about vegetable 
gardening? He has always left it to me to steer our garden’s design, so it came as a revelation to find him 
so headstrong about the potager. I’m happy to report that things did not get acrimonious. We came to a 
comfortable compromise. I also realized quickly that by giving up some things, I would get a much 
more enthusiastic partner. I’m so glad I did because while I got busy with other projects, he was there in 
the vegetable garden doing all the necessaries.

How I will redesign for next year’s garden 

Now that it is all about harvesting and keeping vigil as pests try to take over, I’m more aware of how I’d 
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like to redesign for next year. Too much ground was given to lettuces and we’ve been overwhelmed. 
Spinach and more collards can take up some of that real estate. Next time, I’ll be more careful and plant 
in serious succession so as to have less, but a more steady supply. I’d also like to see the various lettuces 
planted to give a tapestry-like appearance. I envision red oak leaf lettuce intermingled with several other 
green varieties. Actually, that was the plan this year but someone, deliberately or otherwise, was not 
paying attention.

Likewise, in the community garden plot, I want to plant the vegetables to make an appealing visual 
statement. This year, we did it in blocks, which is certainly easier to monitor and manage. But why not 
take it up a notch and have some fun? It’ll make it more interesting. And I shall make use of the winter 
months to convince the farmer.

What’s doing well, or not, and why 

All that aside, this is a good time to survey the vegetable garden to see what is doing well, what is not 
and, most importantly, identify the reasons for it all. In our community garden, we have observed that 
the plots at the two long ends do not get as much sun as the plots in the middle. This came as a surprise 
as it did not look as though there’d be such a difference. That factor must be considered in the future.

The many cool weeks and excessive rains have impeded the growth of the eggplants and sweet peppers. 
The two varieties of Indian beans are growing very slowly. Clearly, they prefer the tropics. I plan to try 
them again next year. I will start the seeds earlier than I did this year and maybe that will give them a 
good head start. If it still proves a struggle for the plants, I will give up on them. No point in wasting 
time, energy and precious space to difficult plants. The sugar peas and butter beans have been a success 
and will be grown again in a higher number. Because this plot is at a location away from home, it is not 
as carefully checked for pests. So, next year, a quick, daily, early morning check would be in order.

Update on Pam Wright’s vegetable garden 

It is always interesting to learn how various situations are approached by different gardeners. Pam 
Wright, whose vegetable garden I wrote about last year, has this year resorted to planting her vegetables 
in pots. The old plot was simply too shaded by the surrounding trees. She started the seeds indoors in 
March. Compact tomatoes and zucchini are combined with marigolds. Runner beans were direct sowed. 
Other vegetables in pots are leafy greens such as collards, Swiss chard and kale. In my own experience, 
the leafy greens seem to prefer pots to the ground.

I have received feedback from several readers about their basil plants. The Japanese beetles have done 
major damage. Vigilance is always the first line of defense. Soap or garlic sprays also help. I grow my 
basil in pots and move them around as needed. That appears to help fool the pests. Sometimes.

Some have also complained about their beans being too fibrous. Although there is some variation in type 
and source of beans, in order to get tender beans, I have found that they must be harvested in a timely 
manner. Too long on the plant makes them tough.

And so it goes . . .

Shobha Vanchiswar has been gardening all her life, the last 21 years in Chappaqua. She received the 
Golden Trowel Award for garden design in 2007 from Garden Design magazine. Her jewel-of-a-garden 
here in New Castle was on view in this year’s Garden Conservancy Open Day program. She has a 
garden design business, Seeds of Design. Write her at seedsofdesign@verizon.net .
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