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  INTRODUCTION


  It’s amazing how much time one can spend in a garden doing nothing at all. I sometimes think, in fact, that the nicest part of gardening is walking around in a daze, idly deadheading the odd dahlia, wondering where on earth to squeeze in yet another impulse buy, debating whether to move the recalcitrant artemisia one more time, or daydreaming about where to put the pergola. Of course, gardening is time-consuming, repetitive, and, at times, quite discouraging. But precisely because making a garden means constantly making choices, it offers almost limitless possibilities for surprise and satisfaction.


  The same is true for books on gardening. They offer all kinds of choices. And the best of them are those in which the writers are willing to share their own experiences as well as admitting to their occasional moments of failure. With disarming generosity, they invite us into their gardens, anguish with us over seemingly insurmountable problems, take us along on philosophical excursions, reveal strange enthusiasms, draw frequently on the past, and speculate on future plans. In other words, they are not just writers, they are practitioners.


  A garden writer does not, of course, have to have produced a Sissinghurst, but there is no substitute for having spent two months coaxing a reluctant camellia into bloom. As readers, we don’t demand encyclopedic knowledge and may yawn at didactic writing. However, we do look for the discernment that comes from hands-on experience and crave the opinions of those who still have traces of dirt on their hands. We don’t at all object to partiality but prefer it braced with intelligence and wit. We love sensual details and quirky perspectives. Most of all, we enjoy a discursive tone and the kind of intuition that results from having “been there.”


  That authority is wonderfully epitomized by the following admonition, administered so gently and firmly by Vita Sackville-West to one of her more curmudgeonly readers:


  May I assure the gentleman who writes to me (quite often) from a priory in Sussex that I am not the armchair, library-fireside gardener he evidently suspects, “never having performed any single act of gardening” myself, and that for the last forty years of my life I have broken my back, my finger-nails, and sometimes my heart, in the practical pursuit of my favorite occupation.


  Curiously enough I’ve found that most people don’t read garden books from cover to cover, even those of a writer as celebrated as Vita Sackville-West. Here is an author whose writing style is lively, sophisticated, at times engagingly diffident. And if this weren’t enough, who has not heard of that extraordinary garden and that unusual life she led when not writing her columns or tending her garden? Yet, even her books are best read piecemealdipped into at random, a chapter at a time in no particular order, to be enjoyed, put aside, and come back to later.


  This way of reading is not undisciplined, although I confess to having once thought it must reveal a character flaw in me, if not some undiagnosed learning disability. I occasionally used to make an effort to mend my ways, but it never made any difference. Then I discovered that others felt the same, that we had each found for ourselves the way garden books were meant to be reada small discovery but liberating. In thinking more about this phenomenon, I’ve come to realize that since tastes and obsessions in one’s own gardening life fluctuate from season to season, it stands to reason that hardly anyone wants to read everything a particular author has to say about his gardening experiences all at once. But, of course, when we find ourselves, without any warning, who knows why, absolutely smitten by hellebores (a plant genus we’d never paid much attention to before), we rush to pull down from the bookshelf our favorite books, those whose authors have taken on the roles of trusted friends and mentors. We must know what Eleanor Perényi thinks about these plants and there’s a special kind of satisfaction in finding out the very spot where Gertrude Jekyll liked to have them in her garden.
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  Since nothing ever really gets finished in a garden and everything is always in a state of flux, it is usually the process itself that fascinates. For this reason, the best garden writing tends not to be the practical, how-to category of garden book but the work of writers who are meditative and non-prescriptive. Many garden books, in fact, consist of pieces written over a period of time. It is, therefore, a genre of writing particularly well-suited to being anthologized. An anthology becomes a way of extending and prolonging the “conversation” that runs through any good book of garden writing, allowing the reader to experience several different points of view, to pick up nuance, and even to see genuine disagreement about a topic.


  This book began by way of an audio anthology I assembled called The Writer in the Garden. The inspiration for that venture came from once seeing a gardener wearing earphones while weeding. It made me think how pleasant it would be to listen to Henry Mitchell as I grappled with some of those less than thrilling garden chores, how invigorating to plant bulbs in the company of Allen Lacy or Louise Beebe Wilder, and what fun to drive off to the nursery in search of an all elusive Verbena bonariensis while at the same time receiving some practical advice from Elizabeth Lawrence.


  I’ve now had the luxury of expanding the audio anthology into an actual book. The word luxury is not an exaggeration. In search of additional material, I’ve had the pleasure of going back to the work of many writers I love, as well as discovering new ones. Some of these authors are rightly considered classics in the field. Others are recognized writers but not known primarily for their garden writing. Still others, from both sides of the Atlantic, are newer writers whose work I am particularly pleased to be including in this book. What all of them have in common is a distinctive voice. It is this more than anything else that has guided my choices.


  Hearing these voices and being part of the conversation that has gone on in my head for the last year has led to a recurring fantasy. I am invited to a partyheld, of course, in a spectacular garden. There I get to meet all the writers whose work is represented in this book. First I come upon Michael Pollan and James Schuyler, who are intently discussing whether the more subtle charms of ‘Souvenir de la Malmaison’ can measure up to the flagrant sexuality of ‘Madame Hardy’. Eleanor Perényi is deep in conversation with Russell Page. Stephen Lacey can be seen in the distance enthusiastically defending a somewhat unorthodox planting scheme to Christopher Lloyd, while Richardson Wright and Sara Stein are comparing notes on weeds. Geoffrey Charlesworth is showing off his latest horticultural find to an admiring Beverley Nichols, who has just finished recounting one of his cat’s latest foibles to Gertrude Jekyll. She is charmed but must hurry over to have a quick word with Patti Hagan before having to leave. Katharine White, the most elegantly dressed woman present, is in search of Jamaica Kincaid, while E. B. White has bent over to finger the mulch around a particularly rare young viburnum. W. S. Merwin has been wanting to meet Mirabel Osler for years, and they are now inseparable. Robert Dash, done in by a day’s work of transplanting four, or was it forty, huge flats of seedling leeks, graciously pours a drink for Thalassa Cruso, who is clearly amused by one of his outrageous stories. Then, all eyes turn to the gate, through which Edith Wharton is about to make an entrance. Conversation is hushed, but only for a moment.


  Alas, like Eleanor Perényi’s favorite gardener, this party never existed. But here they all are, this delicious group of garden writers, if not in person then at least between the covers of a single book. The original Greek meaning of the word anthology is a collection or gathering of flowers in bloom. How perfectly appropriate. What more is there to say other than please read on. Pick and peruse, haphazardly, of course. Dawdle and linger, taking as much time as you want, and put together a bouquet of your own making.


  J. G.
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  A TASTE FOR GARDENS


  Half the interest of a garden is the constant exercise of the imagination. You are always living three, or indeed six, months hence. I believe that people entirely devoid of imagination never can be really good gardeners. To be content with the present, and not striving about the future, is fatal.


  ALICE MORSE EARLE, 1897


  A Garden Like a Life


  BY JANICE EMILY BOWERS


  A garden, like a life, is composed of moments. I wish mine could always be as it is right now, this late afternoon at the end of March. Sunlight washes the upper branches of the mesquite tree. Orange cups of California poppy have closed for the day; white ones of evening primrose are about to open. Pink, white, lavender, purple, and cerise sweet peas quiver like butterflies tethered to a trellis. Wands of red-flowered penstemon bend under the probing of an Anna’s hummingbird. Plump, black carpenter bees, shiny as patent leather shoes, steer toward the grapefruit tree, now a mass of stiff, white flowers. A breeze intermittently removes its fragrance, but between gusts the scent of my childhood drifts across the yard to me.


  The first garden I remember, my paternal grandmother’s, smelled like citrus blossoms, too. It seems that I can recall her garden in every detail until I try to grasp it. Then it fades into tantalizing shapes and colors and the hugeness of the spaces that a child sees. Mostly I remember row upon row of flowers, an immense expanse of blossoms it seemed thendahlias, cosmos, roses, stocks, marigolds, marguerites, hollyhocks, phlox. I was afraid to walk among them because of the bees, and my heavy, slow-moving grandmother seemed a paragon of bravery as she stooped to pull weeds and cut deadheads. At the very back of the garden a row of sprawling blackberry vines exacted their tribute of blood in exchange for fruit. As I stood at the vines and looked back across the flowers and paths, the house seemed so far away I could conceivably get lost on the return trip.


  Now I would love to be lost in such a garden. Mine is too small for that, though, so I lose myself in its moments instead. Seeing my garden as it is right now, I remember other moments at other times of year: the winter garden’s tidy rows of broccoli, carrots, leeks, and beets; the summer garden’s sprawling tomatoes and rambunctious melon vines. And I anticipate moments yet to come: when the first ripe tomato fills my mouth with the flavors of Italy and summertime, or when the mammoth sunflowers, now scrunched tightly like bunched paper bags, expand into upturned faces. Even though there’s hardly a square centimeter of space left unplanted, I yearn to create as many moments as possible, to cram my garden to capacity or beyond, and I often stop by the nursery to thumb through the seed racks. Where in the world are you going to plant them? I ask myself every time my fingers close around a packet. Eventually, I escape with only one or twogolden zucchini for a fourth hill of squash, say, and purple beans for, well, someplace.


  At the beginning, when my garden was new and thoughts of it agitated my days and dreams, I kept inviting friends to come and see my backyard paradise. They’d stroll the gravel paths, duly appreciative of the flowers and vegetables but never, it seemed to me, enthusiastic enough. Was this because my garden was actually rather dull? Or were they blind to its true beauty and real fascination? Finally, I realized that what makes my garden exciting is me. Living in it every day, participating minutely in each small event, I see with doubled and redoubled vision. Where friends notice a solitary hummingbird pricking the salvia flowers, I recall a season’s worth of hummingbird battles. Where they see an ordinary mockingbird, I know a distinct individual whom I’ve studied as a forager, fighter, and performer. My friends, present in the garden only transiently, notice the surface prettiness, admire, and pass on to matters of more substance, while I see not merely the garden at this particular moment, but the garden as it has been at all other moments and as it will be in moments yet to come.
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  It astounds me still that I can succeed at gardening, as though the growing of food and flowers should be so arcane that only an alchemist could carry it off. “Of course, I won’t be very good at gardening. My garden won’t look nice. It won’t produce well.” Those ideas were firmly in place at the beginning, and it’s startling to find they’re not true.


  Even though I’ve been a professional botanist for more than a decade, I never intended to have a garden. For years, in fact, I was content with my quixotic image as a botanist who couldn’t grow plants, and when friends, hoping for a diagnosis, described their yellowing philodendrons or spotted ficus benjaminas, I would shrug apologetically and say, “I’m not that kind of botanist.” Wild plants were my passion, and I took more interest in the weeds at the curb than in the bed of chrysanthemums three feet away. But wherever passion exists, the energy for transformation exists, too, and it was almost inevitable that I’d eventually become a gardener.


  Or perhaps my garden represents less the imperatives of fate than the workings of mere chronology, which, like biology, can sometimes be destiny. As a friend of a friend ambiguously replied when asked if she gardened, “If you can call it that. Forty is about the age for that sort of thing, isn’t it?” She was right. Forty is about the age for unexpected developments: extroverts turn introspective, introverts become sociable, and everyone, without regard to type, acquires gray hairs and philosophies of life. Many also acquire gardens.


  If I close my eyes, I can remember what this space looked like before: a stubble of dead bermuda grass on parched earth, patches of weeds according to season, a sunburned hedge on one side of the yard, stumps of dead grapevine on the other. All it needed to complete the picture was a broken-down car on blocks. I was not unwilling for this state of affairs to continue indefinitely, and, one day, when without a word of preamble or explanation, my husband outlined a flower bed on the stubbled dirt, the main question in my mind was, “How in the world are we going to fill that enormous space?” A garden seemed as unlikely as a Tasmanian devil, and all my husband’s grubbing out of moribund shrubbery and laying of drip-irrigation lines represented nothing more than the great masculine tradition of yard work. Certainly it held no potential interest for me. After all, I wasn’t that kind of botanist.


  But I couldn’t very well sit indoors reading a book while he labored alone with shovel, wheelbarrow, hoe, and rake. Human courtesy (not to mention matrimonial harmony) demanded that I assist. Just as the throwing of a stick triggers a retriever’s fetching instinct, so the sinking of a spade into dirt released some native instinct in me. By the time the bed was dug, the drip lines laid, the paths graveled, I had graduated from assistant to partner. My husband, who knows a chronological imperative when he sees one, stepped aside at that point, and by the time the earth was fertilized and the first rows planted, I had become both head gardener and chief assistant, too. And I stuck with it. That still amazes me. I stayed with my garden.


  By all previous indications, I should have been a temporary gardener, one of those for whom gardening is nothing more than another way of filling time, like painting ceramic figurines or arranging artificial flowers. But we don’t give up on the things we are meant to do, which is another way of saying that the passion we bring to our activities won’t allow us to quit them. What made me stick with my garden was not so much the digging (although I loved the crumble of clods between my fingers) or the produce (although I valued every single tomato, pea, green bean, and cantaloupe) or even the multiplicity of living creatures drawn by the miniature world I’d half created, half evoked. The reason I stayed in gardening was all of these combined, especially their unfolding as unexpectedly as the twists and turns of a life.
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  When I was a child, I would lie in bed at night and imagine all the rooms of the house in place around me: the living room just behind my head, the coat closet behind my bookshelf, the hallway to my right, my sister’s room beyond my toes: every space in its exact and somewhat mysterious relation to every other space, the walls opaque to the eye but penetrable by the imagination, the whole forming a three-dimensional blueprint that represented the known and the unknown, the security of home and the possibility of explorations beyond its familiar perimeter.


  In much the same way I now like to imagine my garden in its place in the neighborhood, the city, the surrounding desert. The centermost of these concentric rings is my backyard, a rectangle some eighty feet long and half as wide, bounded on one side by an unkempt pyracantha hedge and a tall board fence, on the other by a chain-link fence loosely embroidered with vines. The far end terminates at a spreading mesquite tree that volunteered long ago in the weedy alley, and the near end stops at my back door. Beyond these boundaries lie other yards, unknown except for brief glimpses from the roof or through fences, yards where swimming pools or patrolling dogs take the place of gardens, where blue morning glories riot over sunflowers and bermuda grass clutches straggling tomato plants, where potted cacti fatten on a diet of occasional water and constant sun. One after another, separated by tall hedges or block walls or wooden fences, these yards and gardens proliferate across the valley floor, each set into the grid of city streets and drainage channels, each occupying its own inviolate space yet joined by an underground network of pipes and an overhead web of wires, spilling at last onto the ragged margins of the desert. Here, where even bermuda grass hesitates and none of the cacti are in pots, we realize the utter artificiality of all that lies inside.


  You’d think we could be satisfied with the desert’s own peculiar beauty and abundance, especially in the rare springs when winter rains start early and countless wildflowers soften the angular slopes. Then the desert is a garden in itself. Even in the hottest, driest months, when wildflowers are a memory or a wish and an outdoor stroll is more penance than pleasure, the desert still looks something like a garden. On plains, the sparsely leaved creosote bushes space themselves as precisely as topiary in the great gardens at Versailles, and on foothills, the twiggy canopies of paloverde trees provide massed greenery in the distance. Cacti, placed just so about the landscape, could be garden statuary, especially the magnificent saguaros that poke well above the trees. A variety of indistinguishable gray shrubs would be suitable, if properly trimmed, to edge sidewalks and flower beds.


  But evidently the desert itself is not garden enough. Bred to artificial climates and artificial landscapes, we want clearer distinctions and firmer boundaries for our lives.


  The native vegetation here survives on ten or eleven inches of rainfall a year, part in winter, the rest in summer. Some years it makes do with much less. Then, even the saguaros, which normally contain up to a ton of water, suffer visibly as their skin shrivels between the vertical ribs until they look like half-starved dogs. We city gardeners take whatever water nature provides and add to it some thirty inches more, water withdrawn from ancient aquifers formed during wetter times. At two cents a cubic foot, water is generally the most expensive component of our gardens, and we use it as wisely as possible, even while admitting that the wisest choice would be not to use it all.


  We compromise by disassembling the conventional garden into its components, tucking the parts wherever they fit: a narrow bed along the fence might hold three melon vines, a planter under the bedroom window could be an asparagus bed, the unused strip beside the house should be fine for tomatoes, and almost any place will do for the two or three eggplant bushes that more than satisfy the needs of most households. Even the lushest desert gardens show some space of bare ground since a continuous cover of green is morally indefensible as well as economically impractical.


  In this way, the desert defines, determines, and delimits. The gardens that bloom so beautifully in our minds, the ones where zinnias never die of wilt and summer days are never so hot that delicate leaves turn crisp and brown, these gardens are the Platonic ideal. The gardens we’re actually stuck with, the ones where green beans drop before they’re the size of matchsticks, corn plants topple in thunderstorms, and summer balsam germinates but never blooms, these gardens correspond to real life. This is the garden I have made, the garden where I must live. Its virtues are my own; its faults and limitations are mine, too. It exists at my forbearance, and without my constant attention, it will dieperish all the quicker because I garden in the desert, and if a garden is an expression of personality, it is just as much an expression of place.


  from A Full Life in a Small Place, 1993


  The Purpose of a Garden


  BY SAMUEL REYNOLDS HOLE


  I asked a schoolboy, in the sweet summertide, “what he thought a garden was for?” and he said, Strawberries. His younger sister suggested Croquet and the elder Garden-parties. The brother from Oxford made a prompt declaration in favour of Lawn Tennis and Cigarettes, but he was rebuked by a solemn senior, who wore spectacles, and more back hair than is usual with males, and was told that “a garden was designed for botanical research, and for the classification of plants.” He was about to demonstrate the differences between the Acoty- and the Monocoty-ledonous divisions when the collegian remembered an engagement elsewhere.


  I repeated my question to a middle-aged nymph, who wore a feathered hat of noble proportions over a loose green tunic with a silver belt, and she replied, with a rapturous disdain of the ignorance which presumed to ask“What is a garden for? For the soul, sir, for the soul of the poet! For visions of the invisible, for grasping the intangible, for hearing the inaudible, for exaltations above the miserable dullness of common life into the splendid regions of imaginations and romance.” . . . A capacious gentleman informed me that nothing in horticulture touched him so sensibly as green peas and new potatoes, and he spoke with so much cheerful candour that I could not get angry; but my indignation was roused by a morose millionaire, when he declared that of all his expenses he grudged most the outlay on his confounded garden.[. . .]


  I began to fear that my intense love of a garden might be a mere hallucination, an idiosyncrasy, a want of manliness, a softening of the brain. Nevertheless I persevered in my inquiries, until I found that which I soughtthe sympathy of an enthusiasm as hearty as my own, a brotherhood and a sisterhood, who, amid all the ignorance and pretence of which I have given examples, were devoted to the culture of flowers, and enjoyed from this occupation a large portion of the happiness, which is the purest and the surest we can know on earth, the happiness of Home.


  from Our Gardens, 1899


  A Shape of Water


  BY W. S. MERWIN


  The garden, or what my wife and I have come to call the garden, follows a small winding valley on the north coast of the Hawaiian island of Maui. Half a mile or so beyond our property line on the seaward side the stream bed that is the keel of the valley emerges from under a thicket of pandanus trees into a grassy hollow at the top of the sea cliffs, where there was once a watercress pond, and then cuts through the edge to a series of shoulders and shelves and the rocky shoreline.


  This is the rainy side of the island and in times of heavy downpours the stream bed roars and the muddy torrent can be dangerous, but most of the time there is no water in the channel at all. This part of the coast, whose name in Hawaiian means “fan,” is a series of deep sinuous valleys more or less like the one where we live, opening out into basins and then narrowing again into steep gorges filled with dense growth under big trees. Some of these valleys still have their water, or a remnant of it, and the relation of the watercourses to their water is the central thread of the history of this whole area since it was first settled, and most obviously during the past two hundred years. The flow of water in the channel of massive boulders at the bottom of our garden was certainly more constant before the first irrigation ditches and tunnels were carved out of the mountainside above here over a hundred years ago, and before the serpentine coast road was cut through to Hana after the First World War. The rural life of the Hawaiians had always assumed an unfailing supply of pure water, and when the water in these valleys was cut off or severely reduced, the people who lived here, growing taro in flooded terraces surrounded by bananas and sugar cane, people whose forebears had planted the ancestors of the huge mango trees that still shade the stream bed, could no longer survive, and were forced to leave.


  In the time that I have been acquainted with this region I have become increasingly aware of it as a testament of water, the origin and guide of its contours and gradients and of all the livesthe plants and small creatures, and the culturethat evolved here. That was always here to be seen, of course, and the recognition has forced itself, in one form or another, upon people in every part of the world who have been directly involved with the growing of living things. The gardener who ignores it is soon left with no garden. When Alexander Pope, that happily obsessed gardener, urged his reader, in a line that soon became famous, to “Consult the Genius of the Place in all,” the primary office of that Genius as he conceived of it was to tell “the Waters or to rise, or fall.” The role of water is inseparable from the character of a garden, and even its absence in a garden can take many forms. Muso Soseki, the great thirteenth-century garden designer and poet, directed water with great variety through the gardens he laid out, some of which still survive, but he was also a master of creating the suggestion of non-existent water with bare stones or steep shapes of rock, or foliage or shadows or sand, and long after his death, where moss has grown over certain of his arrangements it has continued and deepened the illusion.


  When I first saw this valley and these ridges the water I was most conscious of was the sea itself, the vast expanse of brilliant moving blue stretching north to the horizon beyond which, I knew, there was no land before Alaska. Seen from the house and from the slopes of the garden now, over the leaves of heliconias and through the fronds of palms, it is the background, both visibly and in time and space, for this island is a mountainindeed two mountains that rose from the sea and is returning to it. As long as the trades are blowing from the north and east it is above the sea that the vast ranges of clouds build up, bringing to this coast the rain that formed the valleys, made possible the forests all along the mountain, and allowed particular species of plants and insects, tiny brilliant tree snails and birds to evolve for each variation in the terrain. The rain was one of the salient attributes of the early Hawaiians’ god Lono, the divinity of the growing world, who initiates each year of growth when the Pleiades, which in Hawaiian are The Little Eyes, rise above the horizon. In the poetry of the Hawaiians rain almost always is the rain of a particular place, with a specific character and an allusion to an erotic element of some story draped with names. The garden waits for the rain, responds to it at once, opens to it, holds it, takes it up and shines with it. The sound and touch and smell of the rain, the manner of its arrival, its temper and passage are like a sensuous visitation to the garden, and the light among the trees after rain, with its own depth and moment, iridescent, shifting and unseizable, is an intensified image of the garden at that instant.


  But what I saw on the dry afternoon when I first picked my way down the pot-holed track toward the promontory here was the bare ridge thinly covered with long parched grass and scrub guavas thrashing in the trades, and the dust blowing. It was the end of summer and the rising notes of plovers just back from Alaska for the winter flew in the wind. There were few buildings, and they were small and tentative in the glaring light, and there were almost no trees on the upper slopes. I did not know then that the whole coast had been a forest until some time in the last century, its principal trees the great Hawaiian Acacia koa, and the ’ohia sacred to the fire goddess Pele, the maker of the islands in the first place, and the pandanus and the Hawaiian fan palm, the loulu, of the genus Pritchardia, which still grows in small stands in the rain forest to the east along the coast. All of this area was deforested by enterprising Caucasians, first for grazing imported cattle, then for planting sugar, to which the gradients were unsuited.


  After the road was hacked out above the coast a group of deluded speculators undertook to transform these slopes into a pineapple plantation. They plowed the sides of the valley vertically so that whatever topsoil had remained until then was washed away in a few years and the entrepreneurs lost their investment and left. If I had known what to look for on that first afternoon I would have been able to note the shallow parallel indentations running down through the waving grass across the valley like ripples in sand, the scars of that ruinous venture. I walked down the slope through the scrub and came to the dark green clouds of the mango trees, and under them, in the shade, caught a glimpse of another world.


  Even choked, as it was then, with thickets of rampant introduced weed growth, it was the shadowy stream bed with its rocks under the huge trees that made me want to stay and so to settle, and have a garden in this valley. But also the thought of having a chance to take a piece of abused land and restoring it to some capacity of which I had only a vague idea was part of the appeal, and the day I signed the escrow papers for the land I planted, up along the ridge, the first trees of a windbreak.


  From the beginning I wanted to use native species and to try to bring back some of the growth that would have covered these slopes if they had been undisturbed. I knew it would be an arduous undertaking but it was also far more complex than I could have imagined. I did manage to find and establish a number of indigenous kinds of trees and plants, and I think that when I began I still supposed that humans could “reforest” when in fact all we can do is to plant this or that and hope that what we are doing turns out to be appropriate. Plainly I had been making my way toward such an intimation, and toward the present garden, since I was a small child in Union City, New Jersey, drawn by an inexplicable cluster of feelings, as by a magnet, to tufts of grass appearing between cracks in the stone slabs of the sidewalk. When I was nine we moved to Scranton, Pennsylvania. I thought then that I knew what a garden was. There was the one my mother made under the kitchen window along a few feet of brick walk, with portulaca, irises, larkspur, cosmos, and a red rambler on the green picket fence by the alley. And there was the Victory Garden that we made in the coal company’s empty lot across the alley, after a man came at the end of winter and managed to get a horse and an old plow up over the stone curb and through the gate in the cast-iron fence and plowed up the space I knew while I watched him as though he were someone I had read about. In Europe, and in Mexico, wherever I had lived I had tended gardens with no particular skill, and had loved them, and been fed by them, but most of my questions to do with them had been practical ones, for most of them were in places that had been thought of as gardens by other people, for a long time. It was here on a tropical island, on ground impoverished by human use and ravaged by a destructive history, that I found a garden that raised questions of a different kindincluding what a garden really was, after all, and what I thought I was doing in it.
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  Obviously a garden is not the wilderness but an assembly of shapes, most of them living, that owes some share of its composition, its appearance, to human design and effort, human conventions and convenience, and the human pursuit of that elusive, indefinable harmony that we call beauty. It has a life of its own, an intricate, wilful, secret life, as any gardener knows. It is only the humans in it who think of it as a garden. But a garden is a relation, which is one of the countless reasons why it is never finished.


  I have admired, and have loved gardens of many kinds, but what I aspire to, and want to have around our lives now, is a sense of the forest. It must be an illusion of the forest, clearly, for this is a garden and so a kind of fiction. But the places in the garden where I find myself lingering and staring with unsoundable pleasure are those where it looks to me as thoughwith the shafts of light reaching and dividing through the treesit might be deep in the forest. Years ago I read of gardens around Taoist monasteries in the mountains of China, gardens that seemed to be the forest itself into which the mountain paths wound and the traveller discovered that the forest at every turn looked more beautiful, the perspectives and forms and the variety of greens and shadows and flowers more wonderful, and then it became apparent that the mossed stones of the path had been arranged there, and a turn brought glimpses of a low wall and bit of monastery roof appearing like a shoulder of the hillside. Behind my own fiction, I suppose, is the fond belief that something of the kind can exist.


  When we have reached a point where our own kind is steadily destroying the rest of life on earth and some of us are anxious not to do that, our relation to the earth begins to be that of a gardener to a garden. I believe that gardening, the deliberate influencing of particular plants in the forest, existed for millennia before there was agriculture, and I am convinced that there was a measure of joy and magic in that relation from the beginning, something that probably sobered up considerably when it started to fall into line and become agriculture.


  Such considerations turn up around me as I try to find out what the gardenthis gardenmay be. They raise further questions, such as the prospects for indigenous and endemic species in circumstances that have been radically altered, the particular advisability or risks of calculated or accidental introductionsplants, insects, birds, animals, including ourselves. I want a garden that is an evolving habitat in which a balance is constantly being sought and found between responsibility and provisional control.


  But I certainly do not want to suggest that the garden is an earnest duty, a program of moral calisthenics undertaken like an hour at an exercise machine. If I hear the word yardwork I avoid the subject. For the person who has arrived at gardening at whatever age it is an enchantment, all of it, from the daydreaming to the digging, the heaving, the weeding and watching and watering, the heat, and the stirrings at the edges of the days.


  Some gardens of course are communal activities, but much gardening is quiet work and a good deal of it is done alone. I have been describing my own ruminations about the garden, but my wife, Paula, and I work in it together. Part of the time on the same thing, much of the time on our own. Either way, it is what we are both doing.


  Some of the things growing here now were already in the ground before we met, but it was only after it was clear that Paula wanted to live here too, after thirty years in New York, that what is around us began to be not simply an assembly of plants laboriously set into soil and conditions that had been rendered inhospitable for many of them, but a garden. Her lack of hesitation was less surprising to her than it was to me. She was born in Argentina, grew up in the tropics, and had always wanted a garden, read about gardens, imagined living in a garden. She had not been here for more than a day or two before she was out on the slope dragging long grass from around young plantings and helping to clear space for others.


  Different parts of the garden have different forms. There is the food garden, a number of raised beds and a curving screen of banana trees, that supplies something or otherlemons, limes, papayas, salad, peppers, eggplant, sweet potatoes, maybe cornfor the meals of most days. But I am afraid that gets less than its share of attention regularly as a result of the allurements of growing other things. Above all palms. The inaugural ambition to proliferate native species has endowed us with several kinds of native hibiscus, Hawaiian artemisia, trees ranging from seedlings to tall figures on the upland areas, but it came to focus on Hawaiian palms, some of them highly endangered (one, on the island of Molokai, is reduced to a single tree in the wild). Most of the species now exist in the garden, and growing them from seed led to a fascination with palms from elsewhere, and with cycads and other flora of the world’s increasingly menaced tropics, and an attempt to make a situation where they might be able to live as though they belonged together, here in this part of this valley.


  A visitor to a garden sees the successes, usually. The gardener remembers mistakes and losses, some for a long time, and imagines the garden in a year, and in an unimaginable future. There are young trees in the ground. The days are much too short, they go by too fast, and we wish for rain and the sound of water among the rocks.


  a shorter version of this essay was published in House & Garden, March 1997.
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  The Garden


  BY ANDREW MARVELL


  How vainly men themselves amaze

  To win the palm, the oak, or bays,

  And their incessant labours see

  Crowned from some single herb, or tree,

  Whose short and narrow-vergèd shade

  Does prudently their toils upbraid;

  While all flowers and all trees do close

  To weave the garlands of repose!


  Fair Quiet, have I found thee here,

  And Innocence, thy sister dear?

  Mistaken long, I sought you then

  In busy companies of men.

  Your sacred plants, if here below,

  Only among the plants will grow;

  Society is all but rude

  To this delicious solitude.


  No white nor red was ever seen

  So amorous as this lovely green.

  Fond lovers, cruel as their flame,

  Cut in these trees their mistress’ name:

  Little, alas, they know or heed

  How far these beauties hers exceed!

  Fair trees, wheresoe’er your barks I wound,

  No name shall but your own be found.


  When we have run our passion’s heat,

  Love hither makes his best retreat.

  The gods, that mortal beauty chase,

  Still in a tree did end their race:

  Apollo hunted Daphne so,

  Only that she might laurel grow;

  And Pan did after Syrinx speed,

  Not as a nymph, but for a reed.


  What wondrous life is this I lead!

  Ripe apples drop about my head;

  The luscious clusters of the vine

  Upon my mouth do crush their wine;

  The nectarine and curious peach

  Into my hands themselves do reach;

  Stumbling on melons, as I pass,

  Ensnared with flowers, I fall on grass.


  Meanwhile the mind from pleasure less

  Withdraws into its happiness;

  The mind, that ocean where each kind

  Does straight its own resemblance find;

  Yet it creates, transcending these,

  Far other worlds and other seas,

  Annihilating all that’s made

  To a green thought in a green shade.


  Here at the fountain’s sliding foot,

  Or at some fruit-tree’s mossy root,

  Casting the body’s vest aside,

  My soul into the boughs does glide:

  There, like a bird, it sits and sings,

  Then whets and combs its silver wings,

  And, till prepared for longer flight,

  Waves in its plumes the various light.


  Such was that happy garden-state,

  While man there walked without a mate:

  After a place so pure and sweet,

  What other help could yet be meet!

  But ’twas beyond a mortal’s share

  To wander solitary there:

  Two paradises ’twere in one

  To live in Paradise alone.


  How well the skilful gardener drew,

  Of flowers and herbs, this dial new;

  Where, from above, the milder sun

  Does through a fragrant zodiac run;

  And, as it works, the industrious bee

  Computes its time as well as we!

  How could such sweet and wholesome hours

  Be reckoned but with herbs and flowers?


  c. 1651


  My Invisible Garden


  BY ANNE RAVER


  Sometimes my friend gives me a funny look when I talk about my garden. I was late for dinner one night because I’d lost track of the time, and I tried to explain how it is, in the garden, at twilight.


  “I was mulching my potatoes . . . and wondering if marsh hay was too salty or if all those minerals from the sea would be good for them. And then I realized that I still have this fear of plants, you know, because I haven’t grown potatoes before . . .”


  My voice trailed off. The restaurant was noisy, and we were supposed to order quickly, because the kitchen was about to close. I thought of the wind blowing over my potato plants, now cuddled in their hay. Of the bird, with unusual black and orange markings, that had swooped low over the garden wall.


  “And guess what? My cleome self-seeded.”


  “I think I’ll have the tortellini,” my friend said.


  “They look like little hands,” I doggedly went on. “That’s how I tell them from the weeds.”


  She smiled, affectionately, but uncomprehendingly. The funny look. The way I nod at new mothers, friends of mine, when they talk about their children. I know they’re recounting something passionate, something I even want to experience, but I can’t relate to the words.


  Other mothers can, just as other gardeners know what happens when you start out mulching potatoes and stop to wind a pole bean around a string or notice a different bird with a strange marking or see, long after you had given up all hope, that the cleome is up.


  That evening, for instance, as the light faded, and the tree branches grew black against the pink sky, I knew it was getting on toward dinnertime, but I felt so peaceful sitting like a child in the warm earth. It was dark as I strained my eyes, searching out infinitesimal parsley seedlings among the weeds.


  I’d wandered by the parsley patch looking for my watering can, intending to give the potatoes a dose of sea kelp solution before going to dinner. I’d given up on the parsley, a flavorful, single-leafed Italian variety I’d direct-seeded, and figured I’d have to settle for buying some plants at my local nursery. All they sell is the curly-leafed stuff, which doesn’t taste half as sweet. But as I went by, I bent over, just for a look, and there, in the twilight I spied a bit of parsley. The baby seedlings are crinkled, like teeny cupcake wrappers.


  I was so happy to see them, these little jokes on my lack of faith, that I had to sit right down and pull a few weeds. Give the parsley some air and light in exchange for coming up. And it wasn’t easy, because each seedling was about as big as a flea, lost in weeds as thick as a terrier’s fur coat. So I slowed down a little, and paid attention to what my fingers had hold ofweed or parsleyand it got a little later, and a little later.


  I’d always thought of weeding as such drudgery. And it was, in my father’s garden. Work, pure and simple. Because it was his garden, his vision. It had nothing to do with mine.


  But now that I have my own garden, I realize that it exists on two planes. It grows on an earthly plane, of course, subject to the vagaries of sun and rain, the ironclad timing of sunrises and sunsets, the visitations of insects, and my own energy and moods.


  But it also exists, in a more profound way, in my mind, where it has been growing for many years now. It’s a complex vision of many dimensions that has little to do with the earthly garden, where plants get eaten by insects or succumb to disease or my own neglect. This garden changes every time I discover another flower or an heirloom vegetable or see an old climber rose that might want to scramble up my garden walleven if I don’t plant that flower or vegetable or rose for another ten years. It’s a garden that I carry with me like a happy secret, as I go about the clamorous world outside the garden gate.
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  “I think I’ll have the clam sauce, white,” I said, closing the menu. I smiled at my friend and saw by her face that she’d had a rough day. But what I was really seeing, with my mind’s eye, was the cleome. A sea of tall pink and white spidery blossoms, swaying on the evening breeze.


  “So how did it go today?” I asked, thinking how, if I got up early, I’d have time to transplant the baby cleome.


  It wasn’t that I didn’t care what my friend was saying; it’s just that the garden, especially in the summer, comes in and out of the mind like a love affair. The knowledge that something’s waiting for me when I get home.


  “Of course she’s a snob,” I agreed. We were gossiping, as usual, about work. “But she is a good writer.”


  When could I get over to Muttontown for that aged cow manure, I was thinking. Where could I find a Carefree Beauty rose this late in the season? When was that four-inch-wide netting going to come into Hick’s Nursery?


  “Midweek,” the man had said.


  “But my limas are up already.”


  “Awh, a few more days isn’t going to make any difference.”


  I worried about my limas as we ordered more wine. There was a lull in the conversation, and I started talking about my garden again.


  “You’ve got to see these little lettuces growing all around my broccolis. And there’s this perennial I don’t even know the name of that somebody gave me last year, just a transplant, and now it’s this wonderful huge sprawling purple thing . . .”


  I stopped. Enough was enough.


  It’s okay, my friend said. She feels the same way about trying to take the perfect picture. Her photographer’s eye has a vision that reaches beyond the realities of rain or technical snags or falling off a wall and missing the shot of a lifetime.


  “I like people who are passionate about things,” she said.


  And when you’re passionate about something, you often, mistakenly, try to get the other person to understand. You keep bringing up little details and profound events, thinking that maybe this time the person will get it, will see what you see.


  And maybe she’s just tried to tell you something, some inner truth, that went right over your head. This separation between people is more common than their connection.


  When my friend wanders by my garden on a perfect beach day, she sees the usual state of affairs. The peas are tumbling sloppily over their fence. The parsley still needs weeding. Something has completely eaten the carrots. That gorgeous purple perennial has stopped blooming. And there I am, a mess. Sweaty and dirty, pushing a wheelbarrow back and forth. Working, it looks like.


  “That’s the cleome?” she says. “It looks like a weed.”


  I feel disappointed, for an instant, that she can’t see what I see. That she doesn’t have a window into my Secret Garden.


  Where all the cleome is in bloom, perfect clusters of pink and white. But maybe that’s good, I think, as I go about, sticking these “weeds” into place. Because a garden is like the self. It has so many layers and winding paths, real or imagined, that it can never be known, completely, even by the most intimate of friends.


  from Deep in the Green, 1995
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