
In the garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

 
January 14, 2011 

Cozy by the fire planning for the spring 

Although I like the spring season best, I could not do without the cold months of winter. 

This is the only time of the year when I can think, dream and plan for the garden without any immediate 
pressure.  
Sometimes one must quite literally step out of the garden and retreat indoors to calmly consider the 
welfare of the garden. Only the month of January offers that luxury of time to explore ideas in depth. 

Armed with seed and plant catalogs, garden books, photographs of various gardens including my own, 
laptop, paper, pens and phone, I settle on the much-coveted couch by the inviting fireplace. This is my 
office for the entire month. Beware the soul who tries to move into my space. In such an ideal setting, 
with the likes of Bach for company, I immerse myself in the pleasures of planning for the upcoming 
growing season. Is there any better occupation? 

As dreamy as this seems, serious work is accomplished. After all, I must eventually account to the 
family how productively those cozy hours were passed. They will need hard evidence in spring and it 
must pass muster or else I will forever have to surrender my winter office. 
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Pictures help me identify places for improvement 

I first take my time reviewing the photographs of my garden. I take pictures all year long and make 
notes about ideas, successes, what did not work, possible plant replacements, etc. Then I look at the 
images of other gardens on which I’ve noted why I was attracted to them. I try to figure out how to 
incorporate those features into my plans for my garden.  

As I read the books, I often get more ideas and information. The catalogs entice and inspire me with 
their mouthwatering pictures and I start listing everything that catches my attention. Naturally, they must 
be hardy in our temperature zone. The list is invariably huge when I’m done. It is the master wish list. 

It gets cuts down to a realistic size after considering cost, growing requirements and practicalities such 
as size, bloom time and such. Plants described as vigorous growers or quick spreaders are immediately 
crossed out as it means I’ll be pulling out their invasive presence very soon. Likewise anything that 
seems fussy or picky is eliminated. In the early years, I was more interested in the flowers, but over 
time, the shapes, colors and textures of stems and leaves draw my admiration. Both garden and gardener 
have evolved. 
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Placing the plants and the order 

Down to a workable and affordable list, I decide where the plants would go best in the garden. Then I 
place the order for perennial plants and annual seeds. Often, for that which will be planted in late spring 
or early summer, I keep a separate list that will be addressed at the local nursery in early spring. I do this 
because I firmly believe in supporting local businesses. And establishing a good relationship with a 
highly knowledgeable nursery person is invaluable. That’s like going to horticulture school for free. 

The vegetable garden must also be decided now, as seeds need to be selected. I have such fun choosing 
unusual varieties of squash, cauliflowers or different leafy greens. I’m partial to the heirloom varieties. 
Once selections are made, an indoor and outdoor sowing schedule is drawn up. Then the calendar is 
marked for replanting and harvest dates. If I’m really on top of my game, I look up appropriate recipes 
so I’m ready once the vegetables are picked. As anyone who grows vegetables knows, once harvesting 
begins, the big concern is how to prepare them at their freshest and before there is an accumulating 
surplus. 

 

During this time, I do my research so I’m not surprised by costly errors later. I also come up with design 
ideas. It could mean creating a new flowerbed, a second arbor, widening a walkway or replacing a fence. 
At this stage of my garden, it really is more about tweaking the hardscape.  But if there is a big project, 
now is the time to set up a timetable. While I’m at it, I also renew my membership to the New York 
Botanical Gardens and the Garden Conservancy. What I get done now by way of planning and 
organizing, gives me a superior advantage when things get really busy later on. 

And so, after all of this painstaking work, I sit back toasting my toes, with eyes closed envisioning the 
garden I have just planned. For this blissful moment, it is the most perfect garden ever. 
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