
In the garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

 
January 8, 2010 

Building resolve for the spring 

 
By this time, most people know if they are going to keep their New Year’s resolutions. The gardener 
however, has yet to meet that challenge. And we have all winter to build resolve. Still, if our ambitions 
exceed our abilities, come spring, we can quickly lose heart and give up all together. I know this because 
I’ve learned the hard way. Many times.  So I thought I’d pass on to you some lessons learned. 

Don’t be too ambitious 

First of all, don’t get too ambitious. In other words, don’t make resolutions like “redesign whole garden” 
or “ make garden stunning.” Big projects must have a time line. Gardening is not an overnight event. It’s 
a process. So instead, break down the project to smaller tasks and allow for a slower time progression.  

If you haven’t really got around to thinking about the garden, it is not too late. The snow outside 
precludes any immediate action, which is an excellent situation for the procrastinator in all of us. The 
winter gives more than enough time to make the resolutions and actually determine exactly how one can 
garden better. 

Thus, if your resolution is to weed more regularly, then, instead of going from weeding sporadically to 
doing it everyday, select just two or three days per week when you will actually have the time to weed. 
Just an hour or two each time will make a marked difference in the appearance of the garden. It’s best 
not to make any task too daunting. 

Make this the year to acquire the habit of composting 

Similarly, take composting. This, I hope, will be your year to begin this habit. The first step will be to 
create a composter. You can buy or build it. (Click here to go to my prior articles on where to obtain or 
how to build a composter). Once in place, you have to start filling it. It is easy enough to take garden 
waste to the composter, but taking the kitchen scraps daily can prove to be tedious. This can be made 
easy by keeping a compost pail next to the kitchen garbage bin. When the pail is full, you or a family 
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member can take turns emptying the contents into the compost heap. Depending on the size of your 
family this might still be a daily chore, but sharing it with others will give you a break. Get kids 
involved; learning how the kitchen and garden waste gets converted to nutritious material for the plants 
is a valuable lesson. 

Staying on top of other chores such as staking, deadheading and watering is easy if you put it down in 
your agenda. I find it helpful to put each task into a calendar. This includes daily, weekly, monthly and 
seasonal tasks. In this manner, I know exactly what needs doing when. Because life can get in the way, I 
may have to miss something on a given day. But the calendar helps me keep track and make it up as 
soon as possible. Of course, occasionally skipping something will not lead to a major crisis. I just don’t 
let myself skip too much. 

All I want for Christmas . . . I got! 

Now, this leads me to something about which I’ve been feeling rather smug. In the spirit of giving 
during the holidays, I let it be known to my family that what I really, truly and badly wanted was not 
available in any store. (After all, I’m perfectly capable of purchasing precisely what I want all by 
myself, thank you very much.) Instead, I wanted promissory notes or coupons for tasks with which I 
wanted help, in the garden. 

To this end, husband and daughter have come through brilliantly. I am now well armed with many hours 
of weeding, general gardening and such coupons. This will be particularly useful when I’m caught up in 
a non-gardening project and cannot personally put in time in the garden. What a relief. I’m prone to 
driving myself crazy trying to get it all done. But now I’ll be more relaxed. Better for everyone. 

The icing on this coupon cake is that I also have promises for “a cup of tea or coffee any time;”  “a foot 
rub” and “unlimited hugs and kisses.” I envision many opportunities to sip a cuppa in the garden as I’m 
being given a foot rub by one family member whilst watching another tackle the weeds. Wicked, no? 
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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 seedsofdesign@verizon.net . 




