
In the garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

 
July 23, 2010 

Leaving your garden in good hands 

I know I’m not alone when I say I’m loath to go away for more than two weeks at a time on vacation. 

Don’t misunderstand; I fantasize about venturing out on long trips to see new places, dawdling in 
familiar locales, filling myself with the pleasures of discovery and history. I imagine writing and 
painting in exotic countries, finding new inspiration and motivation. But what, pray tell, would happen 
to the garden?  

I did, in fact, used to think I was alone in this. But after talking with some veteran gardeners of world-
renowned gardens, I’m comforted to know that they too fret the same way. Misery loving company and 
all that, I am relieved to know I’m not as unreasonable as a certain person married to me has implied. 
It’s not like I’m deliberately being difficult. It’s just that the thought of what will be the state of the 
garden after weeks of neglect overwhelms me.  

A new plan to rein in the worry 

But this year I’m stepping out of my comfort zone. I’m not only going to get away for longer than two 
weeks, but I’m resolved not to fret so much. How am I going to accomplish this about face? I have a 
plan, and I’m going to share it with you because I know there are many of you who can relate to my 
dilemma. 

First, I’ve looked the monster in the face. What is the worst-case scenario? The weeds will go crazy; tall 
perennials will flop; vines will reenact the invasion of Poland. Vegetables will ripen and rot; flowers 
will go unnoticed and nasty bugs will stage a coup. There will be a drought and many plants will perish. 
Or there will be forty days and forty nights of rain and much will be drowned. With so much that can go 
wrong, now that I’ve thought about it, how can I leave for even a day? Well, I took a deep breath and 
considered each fear.  

They fall into two general categories. One is genuine concern about weed control and regular chores 
going undone. The other falls under Acts of Nature. I can address the former and resign myself to the 
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latter. With that assessment, here’s the plan: 

First and foremost, ask someone who is also a gardener to assume the position of caretaker of the 
garden. Someone reliable, capable and who understands your concerns. He or she will water what needs 
watering and keep a general eye on things. Even if someone else (in my case, my nephew) will be 
staying in the house, he or she may not have a clue about the needs of plants. So, the designated 
caretaker is crucial to the success of your plan.  She will be the trouble-shooter, damage controller, 
knight (or damsel) in shining armor riding to the rescue of your garden.  

But best to leave the castle in top shape. Here’s your to-do list before departure: 

1. Weed everyday until the last minute, so when your caregiver arrives she won’t be greeted by a weed 
party already in progress in your garden.  
2. Cut back all vines and climbers. They can grow at an alarming pace and you won’t want to be met 
with a jungle upon your return (unless, of course, you are going someplace where you intend to buy a 
machete as a souvenir).  
3. Fertilize all plants in pots and other demanding residents like vegetables. 
4. Stake and support every potential flopper. And leave stakes out for your caregiver to stake the ones 
you least expected to fall into that category.  
5. Mow just before leaving. If necessary, arrange for additional mowing when away. 
6. Remind your caretaker friend to harvest and enjoy the vegetables, fruits and flowers. 
7. Turn compost pile before going away.  
8. Trim back spring blooming plants for neat appearance. 
9. If not too much of an imposition, ask your friend to take pictures of any interesting happenings in 
your absence. 
10. Spray or otherwise apply organic pest control for good measure. 

I don’t have my friend do the above chores in my absence because, first of all, she has her own garden to 
tend. And I cannot afford to abuse our friendship. So other than watering the pots, I don’t have her doing 
anything regularly, just check up on stuff and use her judgment for what might come up. That’s enough 
to give me peace of mind. 

This list takes care of that over which I have control. The rest, like drought or flood or any unexpected 
event, I must rely on my caretaker friend and have faith that all will be well. It’s giving up that need to 
control that is hardest and yet, most liberating. I’m working on it.  
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