
In the Garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar
Dealing with nature’s disappointments

See more successes inside.
September 18, 2009

I’ve heard from and encountered several readers who are very disheartened by
their gardening efforts this summer. Specifically, their vegetable gardens. A
few now feel they have no horticultural skills whatsoever. I say to all of you –
get over it!

Whenever you work with nature, you are never, ever in control. No matter
what you do and however much dedicated, industrious, careful and pious you
are, nature is the one that rules. This past spring and summer have
demonstrated that rather convincingly. Gardens and farmlands everywhere
have taken a severe beating. That said, it is worth remembering that
humankind has been gardening and farming from way back when our brains
were smaller in size. Crops have flourished and failed throughout time.

So, what can one do when faced with such poor results as this year has
yielded? First and foremost, stop feeling sorry for yourself. There’s a farmer,
more likely many farmers, out there who have it much worse. Then, take a big,
deep breath and as you exhale, release all the disappointment. Let it go. Now,
congratulate yourself on all the work you put into the garden. Admit to
yourself that while it may at times have been very hard work, when you
finished each day’s chores, there was a fair amount of physical and mental
satisfaction and sense of well being.  Connecting with nature does that. 
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Next, review your efforts and consider what you did right, what you would not
do again and what you would re-do. Make notes. Pay attention to the lessons
you learned in the making and caring for your garden. Failure is an excellent
teacher. Recall the excitement you felt as you watched the plants grow and the
pride you felt when the first vegetables appeared. Hold on to the good feelings
even if the vegetables succumbed to the vagaries of the weather or disease.
That bit was not your doing. Between the strange weather and its attendant
problems and the tomato blight, the odds were stacked against the gardener. If
there was anything that could have prevented the problem, you will remember
to do it in the future. Forgive yourself. Keep the dream of a beautiful harvest
alive.

Personal disappointment

I too am disappointed with this year’s vegetable garden. I have no hope of the
eggplants or peppers putting out any fruit. We got a few lovely patty pan
squashes and then the plants just died.  Almost all the tomatoes in the
community garden were lost. The pumpkins that we’d hoped the children
would use for jack o’ lanterns are a mass of mold. They had looked so
promising. 

On the other hand, we have enjoyed two kinds of beans, Indian gourds, onions,
several lettuces and Swiss chard. We are still harvesting Swiss chard regularly.
The frequent rains made several apples look ugly but they tasted fine. And the
remaining apples as well as the pears are looking good. The netting over the
fruit trees has helped keep the squirrels away. The figs are struggling but they
have as yet some time to ripen. I’m keeping my fingers crossed. I’m also
optimistic about the escarole, cauliflower, Brussels spouts, red cabbage, leek
and garlic plants. Optimism is the mainstay of a gardener’s arsenal of tools.
Humility follows close.

I don’t believe there are any bad gardeners. One might have no interest in
gardening or not be experienced enough, but there are no black thumbs. So
don’t come down hard on yourself if you are without a good crop of tomatoes,
eggplants or some other vegetable. You have not failed as a gardener and all is
not lost. That is the very beauty of gardening. Unlike so many other activities,
gardening allows you to recover and then try all over again next season. And
that’s what you will do – get up, dust yourself off and start planning for next
year. Bravo.

Shobha Vanchiswar has been gardening all her life, the last 22 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
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seedsofdesign@verizon.net. E o
a s
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