
In the garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

 
June 10, 2011 

Nurtured by Nature 

The recent news of natural disasters has at the very least been unsettling and shocking. Our hearts go out 
to those affected, and we must acknowledge how powerless we are in such situations. At times like 
these, it seems almost as if man and nature are adversaries. 

Although I like to think as a gardener that I work with nature, in truth, all gardening is about control and 
manipulation. There is a certain sense of pride and power in feeling like one is mistress of the realm. 
And for the most part, things bob along lulling one into a state of complacency. Until a sudden storm 
tears apart rose limbs, shreds the carefully tended vegetable bed and puts the garden in disarray. Or you 
wake up expecting to see lilies in bloom only to find them decimated by the dreaded red beetles. Or 
perhaps the blueberry bushes burgeoning with fruit have been marauded by feathered fiends. Then it 
dawns that you: You never had any control at all. One gardens in good faith, trusting that both labor and 
dreams will be realized. We attempt to maintain a fragile balance, a tenuous truce of sorts. 

Attention must be paid, and it pays off 

Recently, a couple of events brought to the forefront the idea that being attentive to the goings on in the 
garden pays off in unexpected ways. The first was when I began noticing that one of my two window 
boxes was not looking as perky as the other. Since these are positioned a mere three feet apart and 
receive equal light and water, there was no immediate reason that came to mind. The plants in the one 
simply looked bent over and troubled. Then during a rainstorm I noticed that water from the gutter 
above seemed to overflow directly into this window box. And that was why the plants looked as though 
they’d been beaten down. The overflow also threatened to seep into the window itself. 

Assuming the gutter was clogged, we had them all cleaned out. That, however, has not resolved the 
problem. It is possible a wider gutter is needed as the steep pitch of the roof combined with torrential 
rain results in the overflow. In any case, the existence of such a problem would not have been 
discovered had there been no window box! 

The second situation arose one afternoon a few weeks ago when I began hearing a knocking outside the 
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north wall of the living room. At first it was infrequent and barely intrusive. I did not pay any mind. 
Then both frequency and intensity seemed to grow. On investigation, I saw a pair of wrens taking turns 
at pecking a corner of the window frame. Wrens behaving like woodpeckers? I was a bit puzzled, even 
more so to see that a perfect hole about the size of a dollar coin had been made in the wood.  

Judging this as a destructive nuisance, I was miffed. Chasing the birds away with a spray of mild soap (I 
sprayed on the window not the birds) stopped any further knocking. On close examining the window, I 
discovered that the wood was rotting and the birds had been trying to get at the bugs responsible for the 
damage. 

The wrens had, albeit unintentionally, called attention to what might have become a major problem. 
With this early warning we were able to remedy the situation before serious damage had been done. 
What I’d seen as vandalism by the wrens was really a blessing in disguise. 

Further blessing from nature 

On a day-to-day basis, how acutely we need the comfort of nature to keep our lives in harmony. A bit of 
sunshine to warm our toes, some rain to revive the parched spirit, fresh flowers to feed the soul. There is 
nothing better than a walk in the woods to calm the mind. Days clocked by birdsong or tide timings are 
sheer bliss. In our hearts we know that we are but a piece of the whole. 

Shobha - Do you think that lavender can survive outdoors in our zone? I have noticed that a lot of the local
 farmer’s markets are selling various types of lavender. And is one type better than another for this area?   
 By Yukari on 06/10/2011 at 10:58 am  
 
Yes, lavender is hardy in this zone. The English lavenders such as ‘Hidcote’ and ‘Angustifolia’ 
are most hardy. The French varieties are less hardy.  After lavender finishes blooming, cut the plant back 
but do not cut into the woody region.Stop where the stems are still green and just above woody part. 
Traditionally, it is trimmed to a rounded shape.  Even though lavender is a perennial, they begin 
looking leggy by the third or fourth year. Replace them at that time.    -Shobha    
By Shobha on 06/10/2011 at 6:28 pm     
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