
In the garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

 
Tuesday, May 31, 2011 

With Memorial Day, summer has unofficially begun.  You will be confronted with urges to throw 
outdoor parties. As you look around, there is much remorse for all the garden chores left undone. 

What happened to all the early spring resolutions and enthusiasm to make this the year to make the 
garden the way you envision? Quick fixes are needed to make the garden look pretty for the impromptu 
event you’ve agreed to hold. Sound familiar? I’m going to make some suggestions but you’ve got to 
promise that afterward you will get on top of the garden to-do list. Deal? 

Ask for help! 

Call a family meeting and inform all members that together you are going to spruce up the property for 
the party. 

First and foremost, do a general clean-up.  A basic clean up of leaves, twigs and other debris will make a 
surprising difference. Older children and adults can accomplish this in a couple of hours.  
Now go a step further and cut back old, dead growth within flower beds. Dig up plants that were done in 
by the winter. 

Weeds have already begun thriving, so show your children a few choice prolific specimens and have 
them look for their targets in all corners of the garden. Be certain to demonstrate how to lift the weeds 
out with roots intact. Since the ground is wet with all the recent rain, it’ll be easy to tackle this task. Tell 
the kids it is a treasure hunt for weeds. Extra ice-cream for hard workers! 

Mow the grass. Trim the hedges. Deadhead all spent blooms.  

Clean the patio or wherever people will be gathering. Check that all furniture is clean and in good shape. 

Don’t fall into the trap of hurriedly trying to fill in the flower beds. This can be a costly mistake. Time 
and thought is needed to make a proper bed. Instead, once the beds are cleaned up, leave them as they 
are. It’s okay. That matter will be addressed when you are not pressed for time. Instead, gather up all the 
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flower pots and planters in your possession.  

Pillars, spillers and fillers 

If you need to buy pots, go for large ones. The larger the better. You’ll be pleased to see how easily big 
pots look perfectly at home in any size garden. 

Fill the planters with cheerful annuals. Arrange the pots in groups around the entertaining area. The 
secret to impressive-looking pots is to plant closely. Mix in plants that give height, some that spill over 
and others that stay short or, as it is often said – pillars, spillers and fillers. Use more plants than you 
would if you were planting in the same space in the ground. More is better in pots. You are going for the 
lush, dramatic look.  

Placing the pots where they will be seen immediately takes the focus away from the neglected parts of 
the garden! Include some fragrant, to add another dimension to the outdoor experience. Nothing 
overpowering of course. 

Arrange for outdoor lighting such as lanterns and candles so they can be easily lit as the sun sets. And 
voila! You are ready. Worry not about anything else pertaining to the garden. 

A special treat for fern lovers! 

 

FYI, Dr. John Mickel is one of the leading pteridologists (fern experts) in the world and one of the 
nicest, most unpretentious people I know.  

Saturday, June 4, Carol and John Mickel’s garden will be open to the public from 10:00 a.m. – 3:00 
p.m. for the New York Fern Society. Their garden is located at 32 Farm Road, Briarcliff Manor, New 
York, 10510. For more info, email: jmickel@nybg.org . 
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Their farm is part of an old Macy estate with several interesting trees, and in June the gardens are always 
fresh and well fern-ished. There are about 140 kinds of ferns in several lightly shaded habitats along 
with other perennials. There will be plants for sale – see fern list below. 

  

Fern plants for sale 

Northern maidenhair, Adiantum pedatum 
Himalayan maidenhair, Adiantum venustum 
Upside down fern, Arachniodes standishii 
Eared lady fern, Athyrium otophorum 
Ghost fern, Athyrium ‘Ghost’; 
Japanese unpainted fern, Athyrium niponicum 
Japanese painted fern, Athyrium niponicum ‘Pictum’; 
Japanese holly fern, Cyrtomium fortunei 
Bulblet bladder fern, Cystopteris bulbifera 
Woodland fragile fern, Cystopteris protrusa 
Hayscented fern, Dennstaedtia punctilobula 
Lady in bed, Deparia conilii 
Japanese glade fern, Deparia okuboana 
Petersen’s glade fern, Deparia petersenii 
The King wood fern, Dryopteris affinis ‘Cristata The King’; 
Dixie wood fern, Dryopteris australis 
Champion’s wood fern, Dryopteris championii 
Brilliant autumn fern, Dryopteris erythrosora ‘Brilliance’; 
Male fern, Dryopteris filix-mas 
Golden mist wood fern, Dryopteris labordei 
Japanese mountain fern, Dryopteris monticola 
Mexican wood fern, Dryopteris pseudofilix-mas 
Tokyo wood fern, Dryopteris tokyoensis 
Ostrich fern, Matteuccia struthiopteris 
Sensitive fern, Onoclea sensibilis 
Tassel fern, Polystichum polyblepharum 
Trifid holly fern, Polystichum tripteron 
Beddome’s maiden fern, Thelypteris beddomei 
Japanese beech fern, Thelypteris decursive-pinnata 
Northern beech fern, Thelypteris phegopteris 
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