
In the garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

 
March 26, 2010 

A gardening workout reaps its own special endorphins  

I am convinced that gardening involves an entirely separate set of muscles. How else can one explain the 
aches and pains from working in the garden that no other activity can duplicate? After the respite of 
winter, I spent the last couple of weeks in the garden. With such fine weather, it was irresistible and 
plunging into the chores was not a choice. It was a need. 

I have now successfully awakened the gardening muscles. My mind feels different too. Apart from the 
satisfaction that comes from a good workout, one also feels the accomplishment of work completed. All 
of a sudden, I’m smiling more and being generally very agreeable. That in and of itself is an excellent 
reason to keep me in the garden. And I have family members who will readily testify to that.  

While I worked, I envisioned gardeners everywhere doing the same and it gave me a delicious sense of 
camaraderie. There’s much to be said for that fellowship and your feedback with questions and 
comments proves I’m not alone in thinking this way. So, here’s to another joyous, productive season of 
gardening.  

Aftershocks of winter storms breed creativity in the garden  

Another positive note is that many gardeners have taken in stride the damages from the storms. New 
gardens are being considered and plans are being drawn up. A friend had a farewell ceremony for a 
much-loved oak that had seen three generations of children swinging from its limbs. From the sizable 
trunk, he plans to make new lawn furniture. The rest of the wood will be dried and used as firewood. 
That tree will be a part of his life well into the future. How sweet is that?  

Some others have begun root cuttings of damaged shrubs such as lilacs. I also gathered magnolia 
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cuttings from a very large fallen limb that belonged to a neighbor’s tree. The branches were loaded with 
buds and it seemed a shame to just pile them up for pick up. Kept in water in a protected place, the buds 
have begun to bloom. The gift from that mother branch lives on to provide beauty for that much longer. 
All of these trees and shrubs seem like fallen soldiers and I feel one must somehow honor them. Giving 
silent thanks for their years of service is a good way to bring closure.  

Green shoots of perennials keep the promise of renewal  

At the same time, I am wholeheartedly welcoming the bulbs that have begun to color the garden. The 
snowdrops, eranthus, iris reticulatas and scillas manage to bring such good cheer that it is easy to spend 
many hours cleaning and tidying the garden. I’ve also started seeds of various vegetables and annual 
flowers, direct sown peas and ordered select plants.   

The roses and fruit trees that had their pruning delayed due to the storms are now properly clipped. The 
roses have also been fed Epsom salts and the lilacs have received wood ash. Epsom is naturally found 
magnesium sulfate and is excellent for the growth of roses, tomatoes and peppers. Wood ash (from the 
fireplace) “sweetens” the soil in that it changes the pH of the soil from acidic to alkaline, which lilacs 
prefer. Some parts of the meadow in the back are still spongy with water so any clean up there has been 
put on hold.   

I recently had the pleasure of attending a talk given by the world-renowned writer and gardener Anna 
Pavord. She spoke about bulbs and how they add substantial beauty to any garden. I was delighted to 
hear her echo my sentiments about growing bulbs to naturalize in the meadow. Anna has a new book 
out, titled “Bulb,” in which she writes all about her favorites, the varied stories and history that make 
each one all the more dear. It has beautiful photographs that will inspire everyone to immediately make 
lengthy wish lists. The shop at the New York Botanical Garden had a few copies left last week. I have 
already begun my own order list. At this rate, however, perhaps I ought to start buying lottery tickets at 
well. 
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