
 


 

 



Green Grows the Garden






MARGERY  WILLIAMS  BIANCO




MobileRead Edition

 2021













A book for those of us weary of the long winter, wishing for summer flowers and tasty fresh vegetables. An easy-going “how-to” book, with many amusing and useful comments and observations.


* * *


Margery Williams Bianco (22 July 1881 – 4 September 1944) was an English-American author, primarily of popular children’s books. A professional writer from the age of nineteen, she achieved lasting fame at forty-one with the 1922 publication of her first children’s book, the classic that is her best-known work, The Velveteen Rabbit.


This book was originally published in 1936. Illustrations by Grace A. Paull (1898–1990) have been omitted due to copyright restrictions. Text is in the public domain where copyright is “Life+70” or less. 
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Have You a Garden?




Whenever that question crops up, no matter where or how, then you know that conversation is going to be easy. Strangers cease to be strangers; something intimate and friendly at once creeps into the atmosphere. The next half hour, or whatever time there is to spend, will be a comfortable, homely comparing of notes and exchanging of experiences. I have tried it at the stiffest of tea parties, with the most unencouraging sort of people, and I’ve never known it to fail. For nearly everyone has a garden of some sort, or if they haven’t they are planning to have one. And anyone who has ever grown a radish or planted a morning-glory vine is always ready to talk about it. There are other hobbies that will draw people together but not in quite the same way, or with the same spirit of generosity. Enthusiasts of china or prints or postage stamps don’t as a rule go about pressing one of their own priceless teacups upon you, or offering to divide their rare etchings, but a gardener will always have something to give you or to promise you, seeds of cuttings or a root of some favorite plant or other. The spirit of sharing seems inborn in every gardener, save the very meanest, and if they can’t share anything else they will share their experiences and secrets. When you visit any friend’s garden, always take a basket along. You’1l be sure to need it. And the reverse holds good too. The more you give away, the more you seem to have.


There is an old saying that one should never thank anyone for plants or seeds. If you do, they won’t thrive. Another is, that stolen plants always prosper.


I don’t think that is true. When I was a little girl I used to steal plants, or rather cuttings. I had a passion for those queer plants with spotted velvety leaves—coleus—that at one time were grown so largely in ornamental flower beds. They were all different, and all so fascinating, and whenever I was taken for walks in the park I would loiter behind and pinch off a spray here and there, when the gardeners weren’t looking, and hide them in my pocket. When I got home I tried to root them in flower pots and old tin cans. But they didn’t prosper at all. It may have been because by that time they were generally reduced to little wilted lumps in my pocket, or more likely because my stealing wasn’t bold enough. I only pinched off the tiniest little sprigs, so that they wouldn’t show, and of course they were too small to root at all.


Later, when we went to live in the country, I had better luck. There was an old Irishwoman who lived in a little frame cottage and who came to wash for us once a week. She had the greatest collection of plants that I ever saw; not in her garden, but arranged in rows and rows of tin cans on her porch and all around her house. How she ever got them all indoors in the winter I don’t know; there couldn’t have been room to move. Some were plants that I have never seen anywhere since. She had what is called the gardener’s thumb; everything that she stuck in the earth took root and flourished. She gave me many cuttings, and every one of her cuttings grew. I think she must have put the right spell on them. She had at her fingertips, too, all the old garden lore that one never seems to hear of nowadays, how certain things must be planted at the dark of the moon and others at the full. And with her it certainly seemed to come true.


I remember, too, even in those early days, the thrill of the seed catalogues and the fun one had poring over their pages on lamplit evenings, with the late snow still on the ground outside. And the exciting moment when, after days of waiting, that fat package arrived by mail with all one’s seeds in it. That was before the majority of seedsmen had become quite so conservative as they are today, and instead of the little sober packets with printed instructions there were gay envelopes with colored pictures on them, fat peas in a bursting green pod, mammoth squashes, parsley curled as no real parsley will ever curl; bright splotched pansies, the bluest of forget-me-nots and big yellow sunflowers. You could see beforehand just what everything was going to look like. Later, when you stuck those emptied envelopes on the little sticks that marked the rows, there was your garden blooming already and you could tell at a glance just where each thing had been sown. And then there was the added excitement of the gift packages slipped in as a surprise, sometimes a flower, sometimes a vegetable, but always unexpected. To this day I feel somehow defrauded when seeds arrive in those dull brown or white envelopes, merely stating: “Sow when the maples are in full leaf,” or some such useful instruction.


But the lure of the catalogue remains, arriving as it does just about the time one is so tired of cold weather and longing to get out and dig again in the earth. Winter is over; there has been time to forget last year’s failures and disappointments, the caterpillars, the cutworms, the flowers that wouldn’t blossom. Everything is ready to start afresh and as you turn those alluring pages you see next summer’s garden unfolded before you, everything as it should be, no bare corners anywhere but just that nice blaze of color you have always wanted but never, somehow, seem to get. Why not? According to the catalogues— deceptive things—it is yours for the planting. Just listen.


“A profuse bloomer. Will succeed anywhere.” “Covered from May to October with a mass of rosy blossoms.” “Large many-colored blooms, borne profusely on branching stems.” Or, “Large brilliant flowers, blooming continuously from June till the first frost.” Could there be anyone really weak minded enough to believe them? And yet one does, year after year.


Many of the flowers one would want for their names alone. Mourning bride, sweet rocket, love-in-a-mist (country folk call it “devil-in-the-bush”), rose of heaven, maiden’s bower (or old man’s beard—again you can take your choice) and the homelier thrift and honesty. Some names set one wondering. False indigo one can understand, but why false dragon-head? The idea of a false dragon sounds somehow so unattractive that I have never brought myself to like the flower. And cleome, the spider flower. “The stamens look like spiders’ legs, presenting a very attractive appearance.” Not to me, thank you.


Once in a while some plant occurs about which even the seedsmen themselves seem to feel slightly uneasy. As, for instance, heracleum, an innocent-sounding name. But we read: “A giant plant, useful for large open spaces or where a striking object is desired. Should not be allowed to seed.” That warning alone calls up visions of something monstrous and frightening, something that, once grown, one would probably never want to gaze on a second time—or so the seedsmen seem to think. Some day I shall gather courage and sow heracleum if only to learn the worst. Perhaps it needs a strong fence to restrain it. Suppose it did seed, and one awoke next spring to find the cottage, the whole landscape, smothered over night in a jungle of heracleum growing, like the magic gourd in the fairy tale, faster than one could hew it down!


If you feel like experimenting there is no end to the new things you can try, and in making out a seed list it is a good plan to include, each year, something entirely new and see how it turns out. It may be a disappointment; on the other hand, it may prove to be just the kind of flower you have always wanted. Gardening should have its adventures, like everything else.


One of the best things about gardening is that there is never any end to it. Gardeners, more than any other people, live in the future. No matter how satisfactory your garden may be this year, before the summer is half out you find yourself already planning for next. However small a garden may be, there is always something more that can be done with it, some corner that can be reclaimed, a fresh border that can be dug. The more you do, the more you see that wants doing.


And for an outlet that will suit every mood, there is nothing like it. Not enough, I think, has ever been said about this particular aspect of gardening. Perhaps it is the one guilty secret that gardeners like to keep to themselves. They prefer as a rule to dwell upon the peace and tranquillity that come to one in working in the garden. But when you feel peeved or irritated or just plain grouchy, a garden is a blessing. There is usually some stone to be rooted out or weeds to be attacked, or some particularly spiteful bit of soil that can do with good savage hoeing. It is surprising how much ill temper can be worked out of one’s system in just a few minutes.


In a word, if you really feel like eating worms, then the garden is the logical place to do it. But you won’t eat nearly as many as you think.
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Growing Flowers from Seed




With a few exceptions the best and easiest way to grow any flower is from seed. But there is a lot more to it than just putting the seeds in the ground and waiting for them to come up. Seedlings are like any other baby things; they need the right kind of care and the right place to grow up in if you want them to be healthy and strong.


Before you begin any preparations go through your seed collection and have everything in order; it will save a lot of time and confusion later on. First sort out all the perennials; these are always slower in germinating, and will want special care and a place to themselves. Put aside also those seeds— poppies, escholtzia and certain others—which are marked on the packet to be sown in the spot where they are to bloom, which means that they will not stand handling or transplanting after they begin to grow. This is because their root systems are so delicate that any disturbance will injure them. Put these apart till you know where you intend to sow them, and at what time. Morning glories, gourds, and most of the annual climbers are best sown in their permanent places. Sweet alyssum, too, grows so quickly in any case that it is best sown in the open border right away.


This will leave you quite a number of annuals which can be started in boxes or “flats,” and by sowing these early, in March or the beginning of April, you should have sturdy little plants all ready to set out by about the time you would otherwise be gin sowing them in the open ground. These boxes can be kept at first in some sunny window indoors, not too warm, and later on put outside and simply brought indoors or covered over at night as long as there is still danger of frost. As they need to be handled easily, seed flats should not be too large or heavy. About fifteen inches long by nine wide, and three inches deep, is a good size, and they can be made out of strips of thin wood nailed together with brads. As they should last from year to year it is well to take a little care over the making. If you have an old muslin curtain past its glory, or a bit of cheesecloth, tack a piece of this along one edge of the box, so it can be pulled across to shade the seeds in the beginning and keep the soil from drying out. The worst thing for seedlings is alternate over-watering and drying out, and the earth being so shallow you need to watch this carefully. Watering is best done with one of those handy little rubber sprinklers, instead of a watering pot. After the seeds have sprouted you can leave the cheese-cloth off, except for protection at night.


Earth for seedlings should be fairly rich, and without lumps, the kind that will crumble readily between your fingers and not pack too tightly, otherwise the tiny first leaves have difficulty in pushing through. Very fine seed may refuse to come up at all if the earth is too dense. Apple-tree dirt—that soft black stuff you find inside old rotted orchard stumps—is worth its weight in gold if you can get it, mixed with just a little fine sand. Next best is fine leaf mold, also with a little sand added, to help the drainage. Rub the earth between your palms and pick out any lumps, but don’t sift it too finely. Sifted earth turns to mud when you water it and hardens when it is dry, and both results are bad.


With a strip of wood press tiny trenches across each box, about two inches apart and just deep enough to mark the earth, and sow your seed thinly along them, covering it very lightly for the fine seed, a little more deeply for the bigger kinds. Then spray the soil well and cover the box. In about a week to ten days your seedlings should be poking up.


As they get their second leaves—the first true pair—you will begin to recognize them. Baby flower seedlings are lovely; tiny miniatures of the grown-up plants. Let them grow undisturbed till they are about two inches high and begin to bush out; then, if they are growing too thickly, you will have to thin them out. If you lift them here and there carefully with a knife point you can put those you remove into another box, setting them about an inch apart. Even very small seedlings will stand transplanting if it is quickly and carefully done.


Remember that any plants get used to a certain temperature and will suffer from sudden changes, seedlings especially. As the weather gets milder you should harden them off by putting them outdoors for a little while each day. This is more trouble than an open window, but it saves draft, which like wind is bad for small growing things.


In transplanting them finally to the border, when they are tall enough and the weather is right, use an old knife or a thin sliver of wood. Water them first, so that as much earth as possible will cling to the roots, and see that the roots are well spread out in the hole prepared for them. Then pour just enough water to wash the loose earth down around them, draw more earth round on top and press it fairly firm. This is better than watering them after they are put in. Water the hole instead of the plant. The roots must always lie on the earth, and touching it. If the hole is made too deep it may leave an air space underneath, which is fatal. Most likely the little plants will have grown a bit leggy in the seed bed, so they should be set more deeply in transplanting, with the earth level just below the leaves. This will give support to the young plant in growing, and help extra roots to form. All the energy of the baby plant will go to getting its roots well established first, so the leaves may droop for a day or so. Shade them from the sun in the day time and uncover them at night, till they learn to stand up by themselves. Transplanting is best done either just after rainfall, on a cloudy day, or toward evening, which will give the young plant a complete night in which to recover.


Perennial seeds can be sown later than annuals, up till July or the beginning of August, but if you sow them early in the season they will make much better growth for the next year. They should have a regular seed bed in one corner of the garden, where they will get sun, but not be baked out. Any old boards will do for the four sides, with pegs driven in the earth to hold them in place. This will define the bed and make it easier for weeding and watering. Five or six inches is high enough. Drive a higher stake at each corner to stretch the cheesecloth covering you will need until the seeds begin to come up, and sometimes after, on very hot days. Dig some of the earth out and fill in with a good rich soil, leaf mold and garden earth mixed with a very little sand and fairly well sifted. Sow these seeds in rows, too, but have your rows a little wider apart, about four inches, and mark each row as you sow it so that you know where everything is.


Most perennial seeds take their own time about coming up, and some of them take a very long time, the smaller seeds especially. So don’t despair if you see nothing at all for two or three weeks. The old-fashioned saying about parsley seed, that it has to go down to the devil and back again before it shows above ground, fits some flowers too. Even after they come up, perennials are slower in growth than annuals, probably because they know they have more time and don’t need to hurry; their blooming season isn’t till next year. Water them and keep them well weeded out, once you can tell which are weeds and which are the flowers, and by about August, if the weather is not too dry, you can begin setting them out in their permanent places. It is as well to begin by transplanting one or two of each, just at first, till you see how they are getting on. Once in the open ground, as a rule, they will begin to make much quicker growth. If you have annuals already blooming in the beds where you want your perennials next year, you can set out the small seedlings among them; the big plants will help to shade and protect the little ones, and when their season of blooming is over they can be pulled up to leave the ground to the newcomers, which by then should have made a good root growth and be fairly sturdy. Don’t plant them too closely; they may look very tiny at first, but they will make a big growth next year, so need plenty of space. They must be set out in time to get well established before the cold weather sets in, otherwise it is better to let them stay in the seed bed over winter, lightly protected, and plant them out in the spring. In any case it is as well to keep a few over in the seed bed in case of accident, for replanting.


If you have any seedlings that you particularly cherish, be sure that everything under the sun will happen to them. I remember sowing anchusa one year, which I very much wanted, together with a few other things less important. They came up in due time, looked just as I thought anchusa should, and I set them out with every care and precaution. There were thirteen —a bad number to start with. Everything seemed to happen to them. Slugs ate some. If anyone trod accidentally on the flower bed, it was sure to be on the anchusa. The cat—usually a considerate gardener—scratched them up persistently, and when I fenced them about with twigs he just took it for a new sort of game. Just five survived, and were there next spring, to my triumph. But when they finally bloomed they turned out to be perennial cornflower! Meantime the real anchusa, after a long hunting, turned up in another part of the garden, where it had been getting along very nicely all by itself. Which is why I said mark your seed rows, however good you think your memory may be. But in this case, perhaps it was just as well that I hadn’t!


If you like blue you are sure to want delphinium. This may not bloom very freely in its first season, but after that the plants will increase in size year by year and become more and more beautiful. Some of the loveliest delphiniums I know, a very deep blue and more than six feet tall, grow with Madonna lilies in a corner against a gray stone wall. They are more than eight years old and were brought by their owner all the way from Ohio to this Connecticut garden. Delphiniums like lime in the soil, and a good way to supply it is with old wall plaster, crumbled up and dug in around the roots. Pinks like this, too, and it will help to deepen their color. Perennial flax and the blue sage are both lovely, and there is the Chinese bellflower, platycodon, with large deep blossoms and very beautiful leaves, that grows almost like a small shrub.


Blue is a color that does not show up at a distance, except in very large masses. Blue flowers need a background, and they will show much better if you plant other flowers among them, white particularly, or the paler pinks and yellows. White peretmial phlox, shasta daisies, and the old-fashioned feverfew, with tiny chrysanthemum-like blossoms that form a mass, are all useful here. Hollyhocks will be very beautiful at the back of your border. These, too, improve with age, growing bigger year by year if left undisturbed. They are deep-rooted plants, and need a deep, rich soil. Hollyhocks, more than any other seedlings, need to be set out when quite small, as soon as they have three or four good leaves. They make a very long taproot which runs deep into the ground, and once this has formed it is difficult to transplant them without injury. Anchusa is another long-rooted plant, so this, too, should be shifted while still young.
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The Vegetable Patch




The question of tools seems to belong more naturally to the vegetable garden than to the flower garden; anyone who has tried to raise vegetables knows why! Hardware stores and catalogues are filled with an alluring variety of tools for the home gardener, but those you really need are very few. It is better to buy them separately than in the ready-made “sets.” Being myself one of those persons apt to attack minor carpentering jobs with a hammer and an ice pick, my word may perhaps be doubtful, but of all the odd gardening implements offered I have found very few really worth bothering with.


A good spade, to start with; not too heavy. You won’t often need it, but when you do, you do. A light, strong spading fork, for digging. A rake and a good trowel, the kind that can be relied upon and that won’t begin to do back bends as soon as you put any pressure on it, which cheap trowels always do. If you like, one of those little five-toothed hand cultivators or scratchers; they are useful in the flower border, not so much for loosening the earth, which is better done with a short-handled narrow hoe, but for raking in among your plants and removing those aggravating dead leaves that collect in fall and spring. And, of course, a regular garden hoe. Two hoes are better still, this being the tool most indispensable and most likely to get mislaid. A pair of short, strong garden shears you will need for snipping dead flower heads and trimming grass edges.


And while we are on the subject, I would like to know who first started the conspiracy of painting the handles of small garden tools, such as shears and trowels, grass-green instead of a sensible color such as red or yellow that can be seen at a distance. Lay them down, as you are bound to do, and they immediately fade into the landscape and vanish, only to reappear days later, and usually after a heavy rainstorm. This misguided idea is responsible for more bad temper than anything else I know.


All good gardening books will tell you to take proper care of your tools, clean them after each using and always put them away in their proper place afterwards. This is all right for those tools you use on special jobs, the spade, rake and shears. But the proper place for the spading fork and hoe—trowel too—during the gardening season is right in the garden, sticking up somewhere where they can catch the eye. If you see something that needs doing—and one usually does—the impulse is to do it right away. If hoe or fork is there at hand you will, but not if you have to make a special trip back to the tool shed to fetch them. Perhaps this is one of those lazy gardener’s tricks, but it works. I have rooted out many a weed and hoed many a garden row that would otherwise have waited, just because the hoe was there in reach, hanging up on the apple-tree crotch. That is why I say keep two hoes if your garden is at all scattered. This practice may take some life out of your tools, but it adds a lot to your garden.


Digging is really quite a pleasant job. Oddly enough, it is also a rather restful one. It is a bit like rowing; the same comfortable rhythm as you push the fork in and fling the turned earth. But, as in rowing, those who haven’t the trick tire them selves out needlessly and get nowhere in the end. Don’t try to lift the whole garden at once. Three or four inches back, and the depth of the fork, is enough for each thrust. Dig one trench first, the width of your bed—this is the hardest to keep straight —and then keep working straight across each time, from left to right and back again, turning the fork as you lift it and throwing the earth onto the trench just in front of you. As you get the right wrist turn the earth will fall upside down each time and break as it falls. Break up any tough lumps with the fork as you go along and shake out all the earth from weed roots before throwing them aside. Small weeds may be dug under, where they will rot down and enrich the soil. When you have finished, rake the ground over to level it and gather up any loose surface stones or rubbish you may have turned up.


Stable manure can be spread first and then dug under as you go along, but if you use the ordinary commercial fertilizer it is better to sprinkle this along the rows before you sow them and rake it lightly in. In this way you will get it where you really need it, but it must be well raked under and mixed thoroughly with the earth, otherwise it may burn the roots of your seedlings as they come up.


“Planting garden” gives one the real feeling of spring, like nothing else. The time depends upon your locality; it should be when the earth has begun really to warm up. You need a strong garden line to keep your rows straight, and plenty of short sticks to mark them with. If you dip the ends of these sticks beforehand in some light-colored paint they will be easier to see at a glance than odd sticks that get to look the color of the earth before your seeds start to come up. Garden rows running north and south get more sun than those running east and west and the vegetables are said to do better, so if possible make them that way. Leave enough space between your rows for cultivating later on; the seed-packet instructions will tell you how far to space for each vegetable. Stretch your garden line taut and as close to the ground as you can; draw the corner of your hoe along it to mark a shallow trench for sowing the seed. When the seed is in draw the earth over it lightly, press it down all along with the flat side of the hoe, put your marking stick at one end and then shift the garden line along to the next row.


There is something very satisfactory about vegetable seedlings; they push up so solid and sturdy and compact, breaking the earth in a nice even row—or they should, if your lines were straight. And once up they seem to grow so amazingly quickly, especially beans and peas and squash plants. There is really something to watch, each day.


Peas need cool weather, and should be the first thing planted. Lettuce and radishes come next. Lettuce can be sown in a box and set out when it is a couple of inches high, if possible just before rain or on a cloudy day. Keep plenty of seed for later sowings, every two or three weeks till the weather turns hot. When your peas are eight inches high they must have brush to climb on, or wires stretched between stout stakes, something the little tendrils can take hold of easily to support the plant. Like beans, their roots are rather weak and near the surface, so in hoeing take care not to work too close or deeply, only enough to keep the weeds down and the earth loosened.


Nothing takes the place of a hoe in the vegetable patch. Its use is not only to discourage weeds as fast as they appear, but to keep the earth constantly stirred and loosened about the growing roots, so they can take advantage of all the dew and rainfall, and also to draw the earth up against the rows to give the plants support as needed. Hoeing is not hard work if you do it often enough, and don’t give the soil a chance to pack hard. Vegetables should be hoed every three or four days from the time they are well above ground until they are so large that the leaves almost meet between the rows. Then you can sit back and rest. Beans must not be hoed in wet weather, or while the dew is on their leaves.


Peas and beans, being large seeds, can be planted at their proper distance, but other things you will need to thin out from time to time as they grow. It always seems a shame to pull up baby beets and carrots and throw them away, but if you don’t they will remain baby carrots forever, instead of growing properly. Before very long the “thinnings” will be big enough to use for the table, and then it doesn’t seem so bad.


I don’t know anything that quite comes up to the triumph of gathering one’s first dish of greens from one’s own garden; nothing else ever tastes so good. Even string beans—a dish I have always cordially despised when store bought—become magically transformed when they are pulled fresh from the vines. And speaking of beans, that most generous of all vegetables to the amateur, I remember a year when our beans were so particularly good that everyone wanted to know what seed I had planted. For a long while I wouldn’t tell them. Then the truth came out. It had been a late season, and when the garden seeds arrived I found that by some mistake the bean department had been entirely overlooked. But nothing can balk a determined gardener. I discovered the remains of a ten-cent grocery package on the pantry shelf and planted those, hastily and in secret. The result was amazing. Jack s famous beanstalk was nothing to it. Those vines grew eight feet tall and provided lavishly for the family all summer, and would doubtless have kept on till frost if a strayed cow had not wandered through the garden one September morning, liked their looks, and eaten the whole lot.


Small gardens especially seem like the widow’s cruse—it is surprising how much they will produce. Probably because the smaller your garden, the more attention it gets, and that is what counts. Space can always be juggled with. Young peppers and cabbage can be set out between your lettuce and peas, where later on they will have the ground to themselves when they need it. Squash and cucumber, both great sprawlers, can at a pinch be grown between your corn rows, but in planting them dig out some earth first and fill in the hole with manure or rotted compost, to provide sufficient food. When you set out tomato plants, prepare the place for each in the same way. If you keep tomatoes well trimmed back and tied up to stakes as fast as they grow, they will give much more fruit.


Tomatoes, peppers and celery are best bought from a nurseryman already started. Cabbage and cauliflower should be sown very early, indoors or in a protected frame, and planted out later, as you have space for them. Cabbages are one of those stupid vegetables that love to put on airs. They demand rich soil and plenty of room, and even then may refuse obstinately to “head up” for you, or else devote all their energies to running a hotel for caterpillars. There is something very attractive about a row of fat prosperous cabbages with the dew on them, but personally I regard them as a misery.


Tomatoes, too, are a mystifying race. You set them out and nurse them along with every precaution against a possible late frost, even to rushing out with a flashlight to spread newspaper over the new plants because the night seems turning cold, and then one morning you come upon a whole colony of sturdy, thrifty young tomato plants growing up all by themselves on the garden dump heap where spoiled fruit was thrown out last fall, with no care whatever. And usually these orphans turn out the best and strongest plants.


Of course, a vegetable garden isn’t always a pleasure. There comes the inevitable day when your first enthusiasm wears off; those mornings when you used to get up early and rush out to see what had grown during the night seem a far-off dream. You know only too well what you are going to see—weeds! There they are, pushing up in legions, and you would rather do anything in the world on a hot day than get down on hands and knees to root them out. But even in this, once you get started, there is a sort of savage satisfaction. That’s why I always like to save weeding for a grouchy day.


There is no reason why a few flowers should not find a place in the vegetable patch too. Nasturtiums, the dwarf kind, certainly belong there, and a clump or two of pot-marigold, or calendula, which old-fashioned people use to flavor their soup. The blue blossoms of borage make a pleasant spot of color, and if you set out African marigolds here and there by your border in early summer they will be making a splendid blaze of color just about the time your summer vegetables are over and the garden might otherwise look bare and dejected.


Yet it is in just those first days of fall that the vegetable garden has its special attraction. For the moment there is no more work to be done; everything may run riot a little, waiting the final clearing-up. A few beets and carrots still to pull, onions ripening in the ground, and cabbages sturdy on their stalks. Late tomatoes still red on vines beginning to thin and wither. A sunflower nodding by the fence, yellow squashes on the bare ground and perhaps a big orange pumpkin, sure sign that summer is over, the first frost at hand and Thanks giving not so far around the corner.
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One Cottage Garden




When we first acquired the little hillside cottage it had stood vacant for some time. There had been a garden of sorts, but mostly plants set out in the queerest and most haphazard way; a clump or two of pink peonies, some iris and lemon lilies, a few ragged rosebushes, stuck in here and there near the front fence. Old-fashioned lilacs, and a bush or two of snowberry and bridal wreath. For the rest, a tangle. Tall weeds, plenty of briars and half-wild grapevines ran riot.


By the time the carpenters were through with repairs, and sand and old shingles and other litter had been scattered about and trampled in everywhere, it looked worse than ever. There seemed no place to begin. I used to sit on the wheelbarrow— whenever it wasn’t in use—and gaze at it all and ponder.


A lot of my gardening that first season consisted of just sitting still and thinking, and I want to say now that that is one of the most profitable, as well as the least fatiguing, parts of the job. There is no sense in futile activity. When you have sat and thought long enough, the activity will begin to take shape all right.


I knew quite well what I wanted. I wanted an informal, cottage-y sort of garden, the kind that would suit the place itself; nothing trim and shaped and laid out. It had to fit in with a background of woods and rock and pasture. And it had to be the sort of garden that wouldn’t take too much time to look after and that could be safely left to itself during a great many months of the year when the cottage was not in use.


The only answer to that, of course, was perennials.


I have never believed those advertisements that tell you to sow annuals and have a garden full of flowers in a few weeks. Annuals are all right if you are living in a place the year round and can start them early and look after them, particularly in regard to watering. I will except zinnias, marigolds and sweet alyssum, kindly things that will bloom cheerfully and not re quire too much fussing over. Pansies, too. But the majority of them are too apt to trail along grudgingly through the early summer just when you want flowers most, needing endless watering and care, and then burst spitefully into blossom just about the time you are getting ready to pack your trunk and return to the city.


Perennials, on the other hand, will have a welcome for you almost any time in the season. Once they are settled in, the care they need is very little. They become like old friends, solid and kindly and reliable.


So most of my budget, that year, went to perennials. Candy-tuft, dianthus and the tiny cheddar pinks, delphinium, thrift, arabis, hollyhocks, columbine and foxgloves. These could all be sown in flats or seed beds ready for setting out later.


The space where I wanted my flower garden was all uneven ground. There was an out-cropping ledge of rock on one side of it that sloped toward the house, overgrown with weeds and briars and almost entirely covered by a huge tangle of grapevine. About the worst job of the summer was hacking this vine out. There seemed miles of it. Wherever a branch had touched the ground it had taken firm root, and in addition there were countless seedlings and young vines sprouting up everywhere. I began the task reluctantly; a wild grapevine is a lovely thing, even growing where you don’t want it. But by the time I had wrestled with this one for a few days I had no nice feelings left; I just hacked and tore and stubbed, and the more I hacked the more it seemed to spring up. There is nothing quite so hard to get rid of as an old vine. Long after you think you have torn out the last traces of it your spade will strike a tough, forgotten snag underground, and up come fresh yards of snakelike root, and half your garden with it. A husky, well-established grape vine will take all of two years to root out entirely, especially if it has its toes, as this one did, well set in the crevices of a rock.


Along the upper side of the ledge the soil was fairly deep and level. There was space here, spaded up, to make an irregular, long-shaped bed for the taller growing flowers, delphinium, foxgloves, sweet-william—I wanted lots of sweet-william—zinnias, feverfew and white achillea. All gardening instructions tell one to set out perennials with plenty of space between. But if you want to get more effect in their first year of blossoming—and most people do—you can put them fairly closely in groups, and then shift one or more plants from each group later on when they have grown bushy and you have fresh space ready to put them in.


The rock ledge I began clearing a little at a time, from the bottom up. At the base of the ledge, where the rock ran down irregularly into the ground, there were several little ready-made bays that only needed digging up and refilling with extra soil, with a few biggish stones set in front to make an edging and raise the earth level a bit. Lilies-of-the-valley did well here in one of the shadier bays, spreading up gradually between the crevices. Pansies, also, and pinks. Higher up were other clefts and pockets, where grass and briars had grown. When these in turn were cleared and filled in again with earth and leaf mold they were planted with more pinks, candytuft and arabis. Wherever a weed had found foothold, there was space for some other plant in turn to grow and spread.


Where the soil between the ledges ran deep enough, or wherever I wanted something that would help to hold the earth back against a slope, I set iris. The old matted clump near the house, broken up in August after it had finished blooming, gave enough divisions to plant here and there through the whole garden. Iris is one of the most obliging things I know. It will take hold and thrive almost anywhere—in sun or shade, dry ground or moist—and in a mixed garden I like it used in odd clumps to give relief among the lower-growing plants. Long after the blossoms are over the tall gray-green spears make a splendid background for other flowers.


Little by little the garden began to look like something. Being all more or less on different levels made it more amusing to try combinations of color and shapes. I began to learn about the likes and dislikes of certain plants. How hollyhocks, foxgloves and other tall growers prefer to have their back against something and hate open ground, preferring a tall fence or a house wall behind them. How certain plants would appear to sulk where I first put them, but brighten up amazingly as soon as they were moved somewhere else. Phlox which I had so counted on, going to the trouble of buying well-grown plants to start with, refused for some unaccountable reason to blossom in the upper bed, so this was all taken down and set near the edge of the road, where it found itself more at home and began to prosper. In its place I transferred some of the lemon lilies, which did better. I had wanted rosemary and English lavender, both for their grayish foliage and shrublike growth, but neither would survive the winter. So, instead, I added a few plants of common sage, which in a couple of seasons grew into twisted odd-shaped bushes that looked lovely with their broad, soft gray leaves and lavender-blue flowers. Thyme, too, found place between the stones of the border.


Later I added another flower bed nearer the house, divided by a little winding path of flat stepping stones, for zinnias, calendulas and such other annuals as I wanted to sow in patches between the perennial plants.


By the second year the perennial candytuft had grown into miniature bushes, a mass of white bloom through May and later on still pretty with its tiny evergreen leaves that last the year round. The cheddar pinks had spread into dense spiky cushions, blossoming on and off all through the summer as long as the dead blooms were snipped off. I found that these love something to rest their elbows on, so to speak, and wherever they met a big stone in the border or a bit of the rock ledge they would spread out in a tangled mat across it and bloom better and more freely than on flat ground. Against the gray rock their pink blossoms and silvery leaves were at their best, and both bees and humming birds loved them.


I had wanted lots of sweet-william, and I certainly had it. After the first year those I had planted seeded themselves all over the garden, coming up here and there in odd places, but they never seemed out of place anywhere, and it was only a question of pulling up the old plants when they had done blossoming and leaving the sturdiest seedlings for another summer. And in a garden like this if the flowers do run a bit wild and spill over here and there so much the better. The strongest plants always seem to be those that come up by themselves where you don’t expect them.


After the first planting there was very little work needed. Some weeding and tidying, dividing those plants that outgrew their space, snipping off dead blooms and keeping the earth loosened now and then in dry weather. No straight edges to be kept in order, for wherever a border was needed I had used biggish half-sunk stones and placed them more or less irregularly to keep a broken line. Best of all, there was nothing that needed worrying about during the months that the garden was left to itself. A few sticks set here and there to help catch the dead leaves that would drift down in fall, and the plants were safe and snug till the time came to rake those same leaves away again next year.


The nicest thing ever said about it was by someone who observed one day dreamily: “What I like about your garden is that it never looks as if you did anything to it at all, but it’s always pretty!”


Which perhaps wasn’t exactly a compliment from a gardener’s point of view but it did express what I had been trying to do.
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The Camp Flower Patch




For the summer camp where you want a few flowers and yet don’t want the trouble—or effect—of a laid-out garden there are plenty of possibilities. To begin with, I would want to have only those flowers which are in keeping with the particular surroundings. Begonias, cannas, geraniums, fuchsias—nearly all the so-called “bedding plants”—look as out of place in a camp garden as high-heeled shoes in the country.


Phlox, coreopsis, marigolds (both Scotch and African), black-eyed Susans, cornflowers, scabiosa or “mourning bride,” to give it it’s old-fashioned name, foxgloves and larkspur, all can stand a half-wild background. They are near enough still to the original wild stock from which they have been developed. All of these except the foxgloves are annuals and can be sown “where to bloom,” as one seedsman’s directions so nicely put it. All but the foxgloves like full sun, or nearly so, so their best grouping would be on the side of the house that gets the morning and midday sun. Not right in front of the porch, or any place where they are likely to be stepped over or are in the way of anyone passing to and fro. This sounds like an unnecessary caution, but I have seen so many little flower patches set out just where they court disaster, catch the rain drippings, or take up space that should be left free. Against the house itself there should only be such sturdy growers as hollyhocks, cosmos, sun flowers, which like a wall for background and are tall and strong enough to take care of themselves.


A summer camp gives a good chance to sow the big old-fashioned annual sunflowers which look so gay and are apt to be a problem in the regular flower garden, being greedy feeders and needing a lot of space to themselves. They do equally well in a corner, as a screen, or on open ground. They grow quickly, are always cheery and informal, and a few of the big nodding flower heads, left to seed at the end of the summer, will be a blessing to the birds in fall.


Instead of aiming at a great variety of flowers, some of which may or may not succeed, you can get a much better effect by choosing a few, but plenty of each kind. Blue cornflowers and mixed African marigolds make a lovely combination, both outdoors and for house decoration, especially if you choose the single marigolds as well as the double ones, for the former come in shades from yellow to tawny orange and deep brown. Marigolds are among those faithful friends that can always be counted upon to do their part, and they are not too particular as to soil. The pot marigolds or calendulas, which I like even better than the African, blossom freely on quite poor or sandy ground, often making a better showing than on rich soil. My own feeling for them is quite as much for the shape and color of their leaves, and their way of growth, as for the flowers themselves, and perhaps goes back to quite early recollections of them in the pictures of Kate Greenaway gardens. Calendulas are best sown where you want them to grow, and thinned out as necessary. They don’t take very kindly to transplanting, though it can be done.


Zinnias, on the other hand, seem to thrive on it, as long as they are small, and seem to grow inches after each transplanting. These, and the African marigolds too, can be bought in seedling boxes from any wayside nursery and at a good many country stores, which will save you time if you don’t want to sow them for yourself.


Mixed annual poppies, single and double, you are sure to want. These cannot be transplanted, and should be sown almost broadcast in patches. Fine seed like this does not need covering in, if the ground is roughened with the rake and watered first and then lightly pressed after the seeds are scattered. A beginner’s mistake is usually to plant seeds too deeply. No flower seeds, except the very largest, should be more than -39.GREEN GROWS THE GARDEN very lightly covered or raked in. Self-sown seeds probably prosper best for this very reason. The ground should be kept moist until they sprout and protected by a light shading of branches or even thinly scattered straw, to prevent drying out, till the first seedlings appear, when the covering can be removed. It is the alternate heavy watering and drying out, in the sun or wind, which sometimes makes seeds so long in coming up.


Phlox seems to love a road edge, something in sympathy perhaps with its cousin the wild pinkish-white phlox which one finds along every country roadside or ditch. Right alongside your front fence, if you have one, is a good place to plant it, though it will do in the flower patch too, or on any sunny bank. Once it gets a good start it is sturdy enough to hold its own with the wild grasses near by and look pretty among them. I rather prefer mixed phlox in a mass by itself, because although all the colors blend well together there is a certain purplish pink often predominant which fights terribly with other flowers. White phlox is the best of all to have in a mixed flower bed, where it will give relief to the other colors about it.


There are some things even worse than phlox in wanting the field to themselves. One is scarlet sage, another the common red rambler rose, which doesn’t even harmonize with its own leaves and at best reminds one of the artificial roses once worn on straw hats. Then there is the half-wild orange day-lily, so lovely by itself, which I will always put in a good word for. Kept well away from other flowers it should certainly belong in the camp garden, for it needs no care and will spread like a weed. I wonder how many amateur gardeners have made the mistake I once did of planting a clump of orange day-lilies and a pink weigalia bush on the same side of the house, with the horrid discovery that they both bloom at about the same time, and last for weeks.


Evening primrose (you will find it under oenothera in the seed catalogue) should have a place in the camp list, and fits a semi-wild background. And didiscus, or blue laceflower, a glorified reminder of the familiar white Queen Anne’s lace which grows wild along the roadside.


Among the low-growing flowers, sweet alyssum is quick to blossom and will grow readily anywhere. Portulaca likes the poorest and sandiest of soil, even the edge of a gravel path, to spread its bright carpet on, and so does Virginia stock, a tiny thrifty flower which will bloom continuously and does not in the least mind being trodden on now and then.


Besides the garden flowers there are many wild ones that can be found and transplanted, and somewhere about every camp there should be a place especially for these. Many of them will be from the woods, and for these a shady place, preferably near rocks, would be the best choice. Solomon’s seal, trillium, Jack in-the-pulpit, hepatica, columbine, violets and the tiny rattlesnake plantain, with its striped rosette-like leaves, will all trans plant easily. The best treasures of this kind one usually comes upon unexpectedly on some ramble, and since any kind of a basket is a pest on country walks I’ve found the best substitute to be a large cotton bandana which can be tucked in a pocket or twisted round one’s waist, and kept always ready for emergencies. With the four corners knotted it will carry an amazing number of plants, and carry them safely, and you can always sprinkle it with water at some brook along the way.


In bringing home plants never try to set them out at once. Put them all straight into a pail or dishpan half full of water, earth and all, and let them stay there till the evening, or even overnight, by which time they will have freshened up sufficiently to stand replanting. When you are ready to set them out, pour a little water into each hole before you put the plant in, and be careful to press the earth fairly firmly about the roots as you fill it in.


Try to remember the kind of place in which each plant was growing, so that you can give it the same conditions as far as possible, and take up as much of its own earth with it as you can conveniently carry. Wild plants are particularly sensitive to disturbance, so in taking one up loosen the earth well all around and below before trying to get it out, and save tugging. I know a trowel is the approved instrument; but a trowel, too, is a nuisance to carry around, and a bit of pointed stick and one’s finger will work very well. With fingers, too, you can tell by touch how far the roots go down and work around them. Jack-in-the-pulpit has a good-sized bulb, or corn, below the roots and usually pretty deep, and this must be taken out uninjured. Wild lilies—the spotted tiger-lily among them—have a bulb pretty deeply set below the roots, and it is hopeless to try to dig this out without a trowel, so they must be marked down and fetched another time. Otherwise the roots will come up only too readily, leaving the bulb behind.


Nearly all ferns, including maidenhair, are easy to transplant. But in moving them you should remember from which side of the road or path they come and give them the same exposure in their new home. This applies also to harebells and gentians, which you will often find growing freely along one side of a road, but not on the other. This is a question of their position in relation to the sun, and is quite simple to bear in mind.


If you have ever noticed a colony of tall woolly-leaved mulleins growing near some old stone fence on a pasture slope, you will agree that they are among the loveliest and most graceful of our wild flowers. There is an old superstition in parts of England that the “little people” turn the mullein stalks into fairy horses and ride them abroad by night. The old plants are too deeply rooted to move, but the young first-year seedlings can be transplanted and will be beautiful against a hummock of gray rock. The finches love their seeds in fall. Tansy too, with it dark, pungent leaves and bright gold blossoms like tiny buttons, is as pretty as any garden flower, and very effective planted in a mass. Very often the wild garden is given almost entirely to woodland plants, neglecting their meadow and pasture neighbors which are so beautiful.


If you are lucky enough to have a damp corner or a trickle of brook, the blue flag or wild iris will grow there, with cardinal flower and marsh marigold; and forget-me-nots, once sown, will run wild and fit into the picture.


These are only a few suggestions out of many. The real joy is in finding something new day by day that will add to your collection and make the wild section the most interesting corner of the whole garden.


It is always best to transplant flowers just after their season of bloom, when the strength of the plant will go naturally to making fresh root growth. Cardinal flower, gentian and some others, however, are rather difficult to identify except when they are in blossom, and they can then be safely moved with care; but it is better, in setting them out, to cut off the more fully opened flowers leaving only buds and the smaller leaves. This will give the plant a better chance to conserve its strength and start new growth.
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In the Herb Garden




Long before the days of the corner drugstore the herb garden played a far more important part than it does now. Not only the family flavorings, but many of the family remedies, came from it. Every housewife had to know something of the properties of herbs, both wild and cultivated, the right seasons to gather and cure them and how to use them when need arose. Boneset, camomile, tansy, pennyroyal, wormwood, mullein and yarrow—all are names that remind us of our great-great-grandmothers and the days when bunches of dried herbs used to hang in every country attic. Many of these are still used in medicine today, though they come to us in different form. Early cookbooks—which usually covered the whole range of household activities, including home doctoring—are interesting for the variety of herbs and medicinal plants which they list. One recipe for “The Lady Hewitt’s Cordial” calls for no less than forty-six different herbs, as well as other dried root and drug ingredients. Those were the days when every large house had its still-room, where remedies, tonics and perfumes, as well as wines, were all made at home.


Many of those old remedies were good, others at least harmless; some must have been highly disagreeable. Children may be glad that medicines no longer come from the family herb patch.


Nowadays the interest in herbs has been revived a great deal among garden lovers, for their associations and fragrance as much as for their practical use. Where there is a kitchen there is always use for fresh herbs, and the herb border should be a part of every garden.


Herbs are beautiful in themselves and there is no reason at all why they should be tucked away in a corner like so many cinderellas. They belong near the house in company with your flowers, where their perfume can be enjoyed. A little paved walk with herbs growing in a wide border on either side is one of the nicest arrangements, and this could be made an approach to the regular flower garden. If it is possible to have a stone edging, that would make a perfect setting; for stones reflect warmth, and that is what most herbs love. In such a border I would include not only the regular kitchen herbs, but all scented-leaved plants grown for their perfume—rose geranium, lemon-scented balm, borage, lavender and rosemary. Bee balm would be in keeping here and yellow pot-marigolds, and one or two old-fashioned flowers, pansies or clove pinks, would add extra color where you want it.


Herbs like a warm, moderately rich soil and plenty of sun. Sun brings out their fragrance. Parsley can stand a little shade. It should be sown fresh every year, for though it will winter over if protected the second year’s growth is not so good. The plants can be lifted in fall and kept in a box indoors for winter use. Mint, too, needs a corner to itself. It is a very obstinate and self-willed plant, and will grow luxuriantly where it chooses and elsewhere not at all. It its wild state the best spearmint seems to grow along roadside banks and ditches, and I know a very fine bed of it at the foot of the rain-water pipe behind an old house. It does best in rather loose, moist soil, even among stones, where its roots can run easily; and once it really takes a fancy to a spot you may have some job to keep it within bounds, though I feel one can never have too much mint. You can start it from root divisions or from slips rooted in water, but in planting it out lay as much of the stem underground as possible, as it will root from every little point.


About sage there is an old saying that it will only flourish for the thrifty housewife. Let’s hope this isn’t true. A big spreading bush of sage is certainly a goodly sight, especially in blossom. The older plants will sometimes take a treelike shape, with woody stem and twisted branches, which can be quite beautiful. It takes some years to grow a plant like this, though sage will grow fairly quickly from seed in the early stages. Like thyme and winter savory, it is perfectly hardy. Being such a pretty-leaved plant, it is a shame that sage chiefly suggests goose and roast pork, though our grandmothers used to make an infusion from it which was supposed excellent to keep one’s hair from turning gray. This isn’t a problem likely to worry young gardeners, unless they take their garden worries far too seriously, in which case it might be worth trying!


There are many kinds of thyme, including golden thyme and the creeping varieties grown for ornament. The common or English thyme, as it is sometimes called, grows into a pretty spreading plant, not very tall. It will live for years, as in gathering it you generally take only the younger shoots of the season’s growth, leaving the main body of the plant to grow out afresh. Winter savory is rather like thyme in its habit of growth, but the leaves are more pointed and of a deeper green. It keeps its leaves almost the year round. There is a lemon-scented thyme, too, which is nice in flavorings.


Sweet basil always recalls the legend of the Pot of Basil, in which the faithful Isabella buried her dead lover’s head and kept it on her window sill. After I saw basil growing for the first time that story puzzled me very much and does still, for I had always pictured basil as a very long-lived plant, some thing like veronica or laurel, instead of which it is an annual and must be sown afresh every year. Probably it was chosen because basil is so much a part of an Italian household; wherever Italians, particularly from the south of Italy, live you will always find a pot of basil on every kitchen window ledge. The fresh leaves are used in soups, with cooked tomatoes, and in making a certain very delightfully flavored sauce. In northern Italy there is even a particular moment at which basil must be sown if you want it to prosper, and that is at exactly twelve o’clock on the morning of Easter Saturday, while the church bells are ringing the Regina Caeli. I remember in Turin the concierge running out in her apron to sow her basil seed before the bells stopped ringing and calling above their clamor, “Signora, signora, hurry quick and get your basil sown!”


Basil needs warm weather and plenty of sun. It is of a very fresh green with glossy leaves, and the whole plant is strongly aromatic. Bees love it when it is in blossom. Basil is for some reason difficult to dry successfully, but it can be preserved by picking the leaves on a dry day, laying them in a wide-mouthed bottle and covering them with olive oil.


Summer savory and sweet marjoram are annuals too, though I believe there is also a perennial marjoram to be had. I have never grown it. Marjoram is one of the most delightfully scented of herbs, and both blossom and leaves are very pretty. A sprig of it is nice in a little mixed nosegay.


Chives you will certainly want for their green spikes which give such a delicate flavor chopped in salads, and even more for their beautiful purple flower heads, the shape of clover blossoms. Chives are grown from root division and will spread from year to year. In spring you can often buy young clumps of chives in a street market, at the stalls which sell lettuce and other kinds of salad. They look like very green grass and have a pleasant oniony smell.


Borage is often grown for its flowers alone, of a beautiful clear blue with a tiny black dot. The leaves are used to give a flavor to iced drinks, claret cup or fruit punch. Horehound, with grayish, rough leaves, is perhaps one of the homelier herbs but it has a sturdy honest look and I like it for its color. And if you have a cat—and cats belong in any garden—don’t forget his special catnip bush. He will like to lie under it in the sunshine. My own cat has several, but was particularly fond of one. When it grew too big and had to be moved to another part of the garden he was for days quite upset about it.


Rosemary and lavender, though hardy in mild climates, are both difficult to winter in the north, and need protection. They can be grown either from cuttings or seed. Many gardeners prefer cuttings, but if grown from seed they should be sown early indoors so that the plants will be of a good size to withstand their first winter. Both like a sandy, not too rich soil, and they both seem to do best anywhere near the sea. Rosemary with its green and silver needle-like leaves is particularly beautiful; it grows well against a stone wall or in a sunny corner near the house and loves to sprawl across sun-warmed rock. An aromatic oil is distilled from rosemary, and in Italy its dried leaves are used to flavor roasts.


Everyone loves lavender, with its associations of fragrant linen presses and old English gardens. In the southeast of England, where so much lavender is grown for the market, there is nothing more delightful than to walk through these fields on a warm day, to see wave upon wave of soft gray and blue shimmering in the sun, while the air is filled with the perfume of the flowers. I remember such a field near Margate and how walking along the cliff top of an afternoon we always went out of our way to pass near it. Sea breeze and lavender seem to go together; the plant is never quite so happy inland. If you love the perfume of lavender you will find it well worth any coaxing to make it grow. It dislikes damp, especially in winter, and needs sun to bask in and an open airy position. The flower spikes for drying should be cut just before the blossoms are fully open and dried in the shade.


The scented geraniums, rose and lemon, can be grown most easily from slips. In the open border they form large plants and grow luxuriantly all summer. They can be wintered over indoors, but as the plants usually make such tall and dense growth it is best to take cuttings from them in July, root these in pots for the winter and then at the end of the season pull up the old plants for drying. They can be hung upside down in some cool airy place for several days and the leaves then stripped for making sachets and linen bags. A scrap of fresh rose-geranium leaf gives a very nice perfume to apple pie or jelly, but it must be used sparingly as the scent is so strong.


Among the wormwood family there is one variety—artemisia abrotanum—for which I have a special affection. It is known as southernwood, old man, or lad’s love. For some reason it seems hard to get nowadays, only a few nurserymen keep it, but you can still find it in old-fashioned gardens. I got mine that way after long search, just by stopping at some house where I happened to see it growing in the front dooryard and asking for a cutting, when the owner very generously told me to dig up as much as I wanted. In England it grows in nearly every cottage garden. It has feathery silver-gray leaves, rather like fine seaweed, with a most refreshing scent; a sprig of southernwood closed in a book will keep its perfume for years. It grows into a thick spreading bush that turns to a bare skeleton in winter to be covered again with new feathery plumes each spring, and once settled in a well-drained spot with good soil it seems perfectly hardy. Cuttings from it will root easily in water. Another artemisia, “old woman,” is commoner. It has prettier foliage but very little scent. This kind, which the florists call stelleriana, can become quite a nuisance if you let it spread, for the roots run underground and will come up yards away from the parent plant.


I have mentioned only a few of the many herbs and aromatic plants, those that I would choose first in planting a herb border, but there are a great many others to add to them if you have space and are really interested—tarragon, anise, fennel, cumin, coriander, sweet cicely, hyssop, almost an endless list. Nearly all herbs except tarragon, chives and spearmint can be grown from seed and it is by far the most interesting way to grow them. Sown in early spring they will be thrifty little plants by the time you are ready to set them out. Herb seed should be sown very thinly; nearly every seed will come up. Sage you can always tell by the time its second leaves have opened, and basil, but some of the others look so much alike as seedlings that you must be very careful in marking your rows, or they will get hopelessly mixed up.


Fresh herbs, gathered a sprig here and there as you need them, are best of all to use in cooking, but home-dried herbs come next. The right time to gather them for drying is when they are in full leaf, just before the blossoms come out, but they can be used even later. Always choose a dry day for gathering. Spread them on papers on the attic floor or in any cool dry place until the leaves are quite crisp and will rub off easily between your hands; then they can be put into stoppered bottles or jars, either separately or blended, as you choose. When Christmas time comes round a little jar of home-grown herbs, or a sachet-bag of dried rose geranium, lavender or lemon balm, to be laid in a bureau drawer or linen press, will be one of the nicest gifts you can make to any friend, and a pleasant re minder of the summer garden.
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Making a Rock Garden




There is always a fascination about anything that is a miniature of something else. I think that is one reason why nearly everyone likes a rock garden. A well-planned rock garden is like a landscape on a very small scale. With its tiny crags and ledges and suggestion of little winding paths, it gives one almost an Alice-in-Wonderland feeling, as though one might at any moment turn tiny oneself, to match, and be able to stroll between the little thickets of stonecrop or sit down to rest under the shade of a towering columbine.


The real rock garden—the enthusiast’s kind—really is an Alpine garden designed for Alpine plants. Up in the high mountains where these plants come from, everything grows very tiny and close to the ground. With the long severe winters, the wind and snow and ice, there is no chance for any plant to survive unless it has learned to hug the ground very tightly, and the summer is so brief and sudden that the flowers have no time to waste in growing long leaves and stems; they must put out their blossoms at once to catch all the warmth and sunlight while it lasts. To make these plants grow at all in new surroundings the gardener has to reproduce as closely as possible their natural conditions, to build miniature moraines and cool, shaded clefts where they will feel more or less at home. A real Alpine garden is a marvelous hobby but it is a costly one, requiring expert knowledge, and is beyond the reach of the average home gardener. Personally I prefer the less ambitious rock garden, filled with the more easily grown flowers and creeping plants that are at home anywhere, rather than the real collector’s garden in which the labels are apt to be more prominent than the plants themselves and where you must go almost on hands and knees to see some tiny specimen that, except for its rarity, is often no more beautiful than its commoner cousins.


Building a rock garden is not a difficult task, if you don’t mind a little hard work in handling the stone and digging the ground. It is quite a good job to keep on hand for days when you feel like a little real exercise. In beginning it there are two important things to consider, drainage and a good exposure. Nearly all rock-garden plants like sun during a good part of the day. If you are lucky enough to have any natural rock in your garden, especially on a slope, that would be a good starting point. If not you can choose some bank or slope that is well placed and make your garden there. A rock garden need not be large, quite a small space will hold a great many plants, but it is well to allow yourself room for expansion if you want it later, and you almost certainly will.


It is nice to have your rock garden near the house rather than tucked away in some remote corner, because it is something that you will enjoy looking at all the time, and if it is near at hand it will get more constant attention. Weeds come up here as elsewhere, and a weed-grown rock garden is a sorry sight. Nothing should be in it except the things that belong there. If there is any terracing or stone work near the house a rock garden would fit in there very naturally, and as it should be on a slope you can very often use space that would be useless for an ordinary flower border. The slope may be anything from a slight incline to an actual bank, because the rocks will give all the support that is needed for the plants and earth, and if they are properly set in the beginning there should be no washing out of soil. I was going to say that a rock garden can be at almost any angle except upside down, but I will even take that back, because I have seen an upside-down rock garden and a very beautiful one, in the roof of a Cornish cave. But that, of course, was a natural one.


One good thing about a rock garden is that it can be built and planted a little at a time; a great advantage if you live somewhere where stone, of the kind you want, is scarce, and your rocks have to be collected little by little.


Native rock, if you can get it, is always the best to use, and an old tumble-down pasture fence, where the stones are already weathered and. lichen-grown, is a real treasure-mine. Such rocks, too, are usually porous and will hold the moisture, which is what you need. The larger the rocks you use, the better, for they need to be firmly set, with more than half their bulk underground. Sooner or later someone is going to set foot on what looks like an inviting stepping-stone, and if it tilts and gives way, bringing half your garden with it, there will be a real disaster. And it is very humiliating to have to warn people: “That rock isn’t safe to step on; it’s one that I fixed!”


When your space is well dug, and the earth is graded to more or less the slope that you want to keep, you can begin placing the rocks. Work from the bottom upward, and use the biggest rocks for the lower ones, as they will have more to support. They can be placed irregularly, but always in the sense of a shelf, never upright. Dig out a proper bed for each rock, and test it well after it is set in place. If it tilts or doesn’t lie firmly, try driving a couple of smallish flat stones underneath for support.


The important thing is to set your rocks so that they slope inward, toward the soil. In that way each forms a ledge that will hold the moisture and let it trickle back instead of shedding it. If you look at any well-built rock garden you will see what look like shallow pockets of soil in which the plants are growing, but actually these pockets are quite deep, sloping back right into the earth. Rock plants like to have their heads warm and their feet cool, and their feet—otherwise the roots— are usually very long and will strike in deeply to find the moisture they need. Bearing these two things in mind, that your rocks must always be tilted backward, never set flat or with a forward slope, and the earth between them must be quite deep, you can follow your own ideas about the general outline of the garden and the grouping of the rocks, though the more natural and irregular the general effect, the better. Try to get bold outlines where you can. A large rock is always better than several small ones; small stones will just look spotty, and they are too easily overgrown and hidden. The choice and individual shape of each rock has a great deal to do with the finished effect, and sometimes it takes a great deal of experiment and considering before you get just the stone you want for some particular place. Very soon you will find yourself looking at stones from quite a new angle, with regard to their possibilities and their best points. You get to have a special feeling for them. Once you have started a rock garden, especially if it is the kind that has to grow stone by stone, as many do, you will find yourself casting covetous eyes on any odd rock by the wayside or in the woods, wondering how much it weighs and the chances of being able to drag it home with you!


Unless the soil is fairly rich it is best to fill in the pockets with some mixed leaf mold and sand. Many plants, the cheddar pinks among them, like a lime soil, with old crumbled plaster mixed in with the earth, while small rock chips, strewn on the surface of pockets where you plant sedums or the little hen-and-chicken houseleeks, will give root hold for them to spread over and help to keep in the moisture.


The best time to plant a rock garden is in the early spring. Things planted then will spread more rapidly and make stronger root growth before the hot weather sets in. Many of the hardy flowers can be grown from seed; pinks, the perennial candytuft and alyssum, cerastium or “snow-in-summer,” always pretty with its trailing silvery leaves and white blossoms, arabis and the bright early-blooming aubretia, blue and white harebells (campanula carpatica) and thrift. These will not blossom till their second year, but to hold their places until they are big enough to set out later on you can sow sweet alyssum, portulaca (which needs a sandy nook and full sun), ice plant or Virginia stock; these will give you color during the first summer and can make way for the perennial flowers later on. Portulaca is always charming in the rock garden, and will usually seed itself from year to year.


Most of the smaller rock-garden plants, the sedums and saxifrages, the little houseleeks, the tiny creeping thyme with scarlet blossoms and the woolly-leaved thyme, also a creeper, must be grown from slips or root division. Many nurserymen make a specialty of these plants; they are rather expensive to buy, but one small root, once established, can be divided again and again. Better still, any friend who has a rock garden will usually be glad to share with you, and the tiniest little slips will take root and spread rapidly if given a place that they like. Plant them in the earth with the root end tucked well in and water and shade them until they have taken good hold. The houseleeks, “hen-and-chickens,” will grow right in a narrow crevice of rock—so long as it is deep enough to thrust their roots down—and prefer this sort of home to any other. They are called houseleeks because in the old days of tiled roofs they used to grow between the tiles, and I have seen them growing this way still on old cottage roofs in England. As they increase you can take out the young rosettes that form and set them in other places to start a fresh colony.


It is surprising how quickly these tinier things, especially the sedums and stonecrop, will spread. They may look like nothing when you first put them in, but in a few weeks they begin to overrun their quarters, making a green carpet over the bare rock and rooting here and there as they go.


Among the bulbs, dwarf iris, crocus, snowdrops and the little bright blue scillas and grape hyacinths are all lovely in the spring before your other flowers begin to bloom.


There are quite a number of wild plants, too, that can be used, to be found growing in the woods or in natural rock gardens of their own. The tiny common saxifrage, about three inches high, with a flat rosette of leaves and pretty pinkish-white flower heads in April, can be found on almost any rocky pasture side, and is as pretty as any cultivated plant. There is rattlesnake plantain, of the orchid family and somewhat rarer, which grows in woods, a lovely little thing with velvety silver-veined leaves, like some tropical plant in miniature. The ordinary wild sedum, with grayish-green thick leaves that turn a purple-red in fall, will fill an odd corner and can be rooted out later if it gets too untidy. Spotted wintergreen, pipsissewa, hepaticas, are all small and compact in growth, and if a part of your garden is shady there will be place, too, for many of the smaller ferns.


The red and yellow wild columbine is generally found growing in or near rocks. The older plants are for this reason difficult to move, but the young ones can be taken up more easily. These will do well in the upper part of your rock garden. Although columbines are such delicate-looking plants they seem to love plenty of air and even wind. Of the cultivated kinds the Rocky Mountain columbine, with blue and white blossoms, is the best to grow. It, too, seems to prefer rock clefts, and after the first year of blossom you will find seedlings coming up in odd nooks where you wonder they can find foothold. I have found these and the wild columbines do very well in a porous, half vegetable soil, like the loose earth you find near an old woodpile or rotted-down tree stump.


Of course a rock garden is at its very best in spring and early summer, but it keeps its interest all through the season because it does not rely entirely upon blossoms for its effect, though there is usually a stray flower or two here and there. Much of its real beauty lies in the shape of the plants and leaves and their varying colors, from silvery gray to deep green. And as many rock plants keep their leaves almost the year round, there is always something to look at, even when the summer flowers are over and the rest of your garden lies dull and bare.
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Indoor Gardening




One evening a friend called me up on the telephone. She said: “We’re going to have a dish-gardening party tonight; don’t you want to come round? Bring your own dishes.”


It was the sort of evening when one thinks of a book and an armchair, but a gardening party of any kind seemed worth investigating. I looked around the room, emptied one or two shallow pottery bowls that had been doing duty as ash trays, tucked them under my arm and set out.


The moment my friend’s door was opened I knew by the smell that met me—a fresh, earthy, mossy smell, quite foreign to a city apartment—just what sort of a gardening party it was going to be. There was a wood fire burning, a round table had been pulled to the middle of the room and covered with newspapers, and on it lay tumbled in heaps the contents of two large baskets that our hostess had filled in the woods during her country week end. One might think that there would be very little to find in the woods in November, but she had found a great deal. There were trails of scarlet partridge berry, red-cupped lichens, mosses of every kind, tiny ferns and bits of rough gray and green bark, besides hepaticas, violets and many other small plants that had been hidden under the dead autumn leaves.


We set to work, each choosing from the tumbled heap whatever we took a fancy to for our particular bowls. There was plenty and to spare. A little loose earth was laid first at the bottom of the bowl with moss packed above it, and on this the tiny garden was built up bit by bit, dead leaves snipped off each plant and the roots tucked well into the moss. When the dish gardens were all finished each one was different, but all were lovely. Some were only big enough to hold an hepatica root and a baby fern, with a scrap of red lichen for color and a spray of partridge berry at the edge; some were laid out like miniature landscapes, with slopes of pale velvet moss and a tuft of ground pine for a fir tree; others just a pleasant jumble of whatever happened to go well together, for little woods things have a way of almost arranging themselves, given a chance, and with a tuft of this and that it is all but impossible not to turn out something delightful.


Of all dish gardens—and dish gardening has become a recognized hobby these last few years—I still prefer these wild ones. With a very little care in planting and tending them they will last fresh all winter and are always a pleasure. They are like a little bit of the woods right at one’s elbow, and the fresh outdoor smell that they keep is not the least of their charms. For a corner of the living room, an office worker’s desk or an invalid bedside table they make the loveliest of Christmas gifts. And they are very little trouble to look after. They need spraying once a day, leaves and all, with tepid water, and will last longer if you put them out of doors for an hour or two on mild days, preferably whenever it rains, for being outdoor things they like all the fresh air they can get. Very soon you will see the little plants putting out fresh leaves, and some day toward spring the hepaticas will surprise you with little furry buds all ready to open, and perhaps there will be violet blossoms too. Something altogether new may spring up, a little root or seed that you never knew was there, roused by the indoor warmth and moisture.


If you want variety you can put in a couple of crocus or snowdrop bulbs for spring blossoming, or an orange pip that after some weeks—during which time you may probably have forgotten all about it—will sprout into a miniature shining-leaved tree. These little surprises are particularly nice to tuck into a gift bowl, where they will lie unsuspected until they begin to grow and give a fresh interest to the tiny garden.


If you prefer it, instead of a dish you can use a deep glass jar or fish bowl, which can be covered with a piece of glass to keep in the moisture, making a sort of little greenhouse. Ferns and mosses grow very well this way, especially if the air of your room is inclined to be over-dry, but I like the open bowls or dishes best; wild plants never seem quite at home under glass. Moisture is necessary at all times, but this can always be supplied. If you are careful not to flood the bowls in watering they need very little drainage; the moss will act like a sponge to absorb any moderate surplus and give it back as needed.


In my nursery days dish gardens had not yet been thought of. Instead we grew acorns in water to make little oak trees, and sometimes a sweet potato; and a very favorite device, which I haven’t seen for many years, was to cut about three inches off the thick end of a large carrot, hollow it out and bore three holes to run strings through. Then you hung it upside down in a sunny window, kept the hollowed part filled with water, and presently leaves would sprout out and curl upwards making a nice feathery ball of green. At home we called this a “garden of Babylon.” A silly idea, but we got a lot of fun out of it. And that reminds me of another kind of hanging garden which is very simple to make.


In deep woods where there are rocks or ledges you can find a certain fern growing, with dark green smoothish leaves, rather blunt in shape. I don’t know its proper botanical name, but it is a creeping fern; and where it grows in any quantity its habit is to spread out over the bare rock surface, forming a thick green mat that can be easily lifted up, showing the close interlaced roots on the under side.


It seemed to me once that something could be done with an obliging plant like this, so I took a handful of good leaf mold and some rotted bark; with this for a center and some loose damp moss packed round it I made a ball, wound about with thin wire to keep it in shape. Then I disentangled a number of the long runners of this fern and wound them round it on the outside, keeping them in place with the wire as I worked. The result was a firm elastic ball, covered with fern leaves, which lasted fresh all winter hung in the window. It was kept moist by soaking in a pail of water once or twice a week and by early spring when all the new little fronds began to uncurl and open it looked very lovely. Partridge berry could be used very well in the same way, together with the fern, and the red berries would make it prettier still.


If you have a rock garden there are probably many little plants in it that you can use to make a dish garden for the winter months. Small houseleeks and many of the low-growing sedums and stonecrops can be used in this way. These need a different treatment from the ferns and woods plants. Your bowl or dish must be deep enough to allow for thorough drainage. At the bottom there should be a good layer of broken crock or pebbles, with a little charcoal, and above this the soil, loam and leaf mold mixed with sand, in which to set the plants. With a few larger pebbles or bits of stone you can build up the surface irregularly to make it as much like a real rock garden as possible. This kind of garden should be watered regularly but not too much, and never enough to leave the surface saturated. One trouble about these little plants, especially the stonecrops, is that once indoors they are apt to grow leggy; instead of staying compact they will begin hoisting themselves up and generally changing their outdoor shapes and habits in a most provoking way. But you can keep them in order more or less by giving them a fairly cool window ledge without too much direct sunlight. Too much warmth is usually the trouble.


And then, of course, once you get fairly started on dish gardens, there are all those fascinating little plants that one never sees in a florist’s window without being tempted to buy them; funny queer-shaped things, pink and white and gray and green and mottled, with odd leaves, fat and rosette-like or perhaps some peculiar spiked shape, or else like little shiny trees carved from Chinese jade—an endless variety. These are grown almost entirely for dish gardens, and most of them are known as succulents. Many were originally desert plants, and those queer thick leaves serve to store the moisture during the arid season. They need plenty of light and sun, extra good drainage and plenty of sand in the soil. They are both a delight and an exasperation. You bring them home, they behave beautifully for days, perhaps for weeks, and then one fine morning you may see only a bare spike—every leaf has dropped off, and no possible reason that one can see for it but just sheer spite. If you ask the nurseryman he is sure to tell you one of two things; either you have watered them too much or you haven’t watered them enough. Either system seems to have the same result. Personally I believe that if they like you they will grow and if they don’t they won’t, and that’s all there is to it.


I once got the better of one of these plants, and that was with one of the treelike kind with round semi-transparent leaves. Crassula arborescens is its right name but it is also called “jade plant.” When it got spiteful, every so often, it would drop not only its leaves but a whole little branch at a time, in just the unpleasant way that a lizard will drop its tail if you annoy it, or certain spiders their legs. Each time that this happened I just planted the shed fragment in another pot, and by and by when the original plant was quite bare and doubtless felt that it had punished me thoroughly, there I had a whole row of new little jade trees nicely rooted and growing. And I hope it was a good lesson!


So when bits of your plants drop off, as they are almost sure to do sooner or later, just stick them in the ground. Many of these succulents are grown not only from slips but like the echeveria, that pretty pinkish-gray rosette-shaped plant, even from a single leaf, which planted in wet sand will in time produce a complete little new plant from its base.


The smaller kinds of cactus, too, come among the dish-garden plants. These should really be in a garden by themselves, as they need dryish soil, careful drainage and a cushion of sand on top of the regular soil in which to sit. If you have one or two among your other plants it is possible to raise the earth in the bowl so that the cactus sets a little higher than the others, above the possible damp which is fatal to it. A bit of miniature rock work, if your bowl is large enough, would be useful here. Cacti must be watered very sparingly, except when the plants show active growth; they have dormant periods in which very little moisture is needed. Slow of growth, they are the veritable tortoises of the vegetable kingdom, and like tortoises they need very little attention. In fact they are one of the few plants which seem to thrive best with a little neglect. You can go away and leave them for a week without any serious consequences.


And another great advantage is that if by ill-luck your little cactus does die, you are not likely to find it out for a consider able time!
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House Plants




As compared with their outdoor kindred, house plants are more or less in the privileged class of domestic pets. As long as a geranium is growing in the garden it is just a geranium; put it in a pot and bring it indoors, and at once it begins to acquire a personality. It has claims. You feel its dependence upon you for water, for care, for the right amount of heat and sunshine. Outside the autumn leaves drift, the winds blow, and once the snow has fallen and the ground is frozen up your garden favorites must fend for themselves. At best, nature will take care of them.


But not so your house plant. It seems to say: “Here I am. You have brought me here; neglect me now if you dare!” In a word, it can become just as much of a tyrant as any other household pet, the only point of advantage being that it stays put. You at least do not have to take the poinsettia for a daily airing, or tenderly remove a slumbering begonia from your favorite armchair before you can sit there yourself. Though what with all the modern scientists’ discoveries about the intelligence of plants, perhaps even that may become a horrid possibility.


I have respect for the person strong-minded enough to say: “No, I won’t be bothered with house plants.” Time and again I have made resolutions about it myself, but never kept them, for just when things were going along nicely some kind soul would be sure to present me with something or other in a pot, and once you have one plant you might as well have others, and so the old story begins again. And then, too, there is that in all of us which sooner or later begins to long for the sight and touch of anything green and growing, especially in a city.


The trouble, of course, is to keep it green and growing. In the days before steam heat was universal and when people were not so fond of fresh air, house plants had a wonderful time. They were set in a sunny window in a moderately heated room, and that window was kept tightly closed from fall until spring. To this day you can see little cottages in the country where behind the windowpanes plants and flowers are flourishing as they flourish nowhere else. The stuffier the room, the more moisture there is to condense and run down the window glass, the happier they are.


In our present-day houses it isn’t always easy to give plants just those conditions they like. Perhaps a south kitchen window ledge, where there is a coal or wood range—not gas—and where the air is always more or less moist from steam, comes nearest to it, and plants certainly do seem to thrive best in a kitchen. Unfortunately, that isn’t where one usually wants them.


Gas is the worst enemy of house plants. Some of the more solid-leaved plants like aspidistras and rubberplants seem to resist it better than others, or perhaps the poisoning is in their case slower to show effect. Dryness of the air comes next, and this cannot be overcome merely by keeping the earth in the pots regularly watered. Plants breathe through the pores of their leaves, and the air in most living rooms is far too dry for their comfort. Water pans kept on the radiators will help, but are not always sufficient. A better plan is to stand your pots in a shallow pan with about an inch of water in it, raising them on a layer of pebbles or broken crock so that the water only reaches just to the base of the pots. The constant slight evaporation will keep the air moist, and you will be surprised to find how often the pan needs refilling. Long narrow baking pans, with a coat of green paint if you prefer it, will serve very well, and will hold two or three small flower pots. The old-fashioned jardiniere had its use in this respect, and though one has grown to hate the name and the visions it calls up, there are still plain, simple pottery bowls to be found that will hold your larger flower pots.


The ordinary porous earthenware pot will dry out much more quickly than a glazed one. They are all right in a greenhouse where the air is moist, but in the house almost anything —even a painted tin can—is preferable for a plant. One reason, I think, why country house plants always do so well is that they are apt to be planted in all sorts of odd receptacles rather than regular flower pots. Drainage holes are a problem, but once you have mastered the trick of using a bit and brace drill, followed by a narrow round file for enlarging the hole, almost anything can be turned into a flower pot. Any deep glazed crock, an old copper saucepan with the handle removed, or one of the old-fashioned fluted jelly molds, will be far prettier than a bought flower pot and will keep your plant in better health. One of the loveliest arrangements of this kind I ever saw was some deep pink geraniums growing in an old silver-plated dish cover, set upside down on a wooden base.


Where the air is moist, plants need less water for their roots. The approved way to tell whether a plant needs watering is by rapping the pot with your knuckles; if it gives a ringing sound the earth inside is dry. I confess I have never mastered this method, and prefer the less professional but surer way of prod ding the earth with one’s finger, this being one of the things that fingers seem made for. It is well to give all your plants a good bath twice a week. Set them in a tub or deep sink, spray the leaves thoroughly, on both sides, with slightly tepid water, and let the pots stand for about ten minutes in water nearly up to the rims, which will allow the earth to become well saturated. Then take them out and let them drain off, using this time to look them well over, remove dead leaves and cut back any overgrown sprays. House plants often send out weak and spindly shoots that need close pruning back. Keep a watch for aphis or greenfly, which attack many indoor plants, fuchsias especially, and also for mealy-bugs, those horrid soft cottony-white things which snuggle into hollows of the stems. These must be poked out with a wooden sliver and destroyed. For aphis, keep the plant apart from others and spray it frequently with soapy water, which will discourage them. Hold the pot at an angle so as to spray the underside of the leaves well, and rinse with clear water afterwards.


A plant that is in blossom or making active growth needs more water than at other times. Sometimes your plants are just resting, without making new growth, and in that case you may easily give them more water than the roots can absorb. By watching each one you get to know just how much water it requires. If a plant is getting regularly more water than it needs the leaves will turn yellow and drop.


Some plants, however, may respond very differently to extra watering. The snake plant, or sansevieria, seems to be one of them. This, like many of our pot plants, was originally a native of the tropics. It is usually slow of growth and will resist almost any neglect—one reason perhaps why it has become so popular as a house plant—and many people will tell you that it requires very little watering. I once happened to break the pot containing a small snake plant, one of the spotted-leaved kind, and so hastily shifted it into a bowl where there was very little drainage, so that the earth was fairly soggy. To my surprise it began to grow very rapidly, putting out a number of new leaves and side shoots which in a few weeks were ready to be divided into separate plants. Here was a case where accident worked out very well.


No house plant likes a draft, or cold air blowing directly upon it. If you must open the window near which your plants are standing, move them first to another part of the room where the draft cannot reach them. Even hardy plants, kept indoors, grow tender and suffer at once from sudden change of temperature. English ivy, for instance, will winter perfectly well in the garden, but if you keep it in a pot indoors it will freeze near an open window.


Window plants need protection on cold nights. Usually a heavy shade drawn down early in the evening will be sufficient, but on extra cold nights it is safer either to move your plants well back or else put several thicknesses of newspaper between them and the window glass. If a plant does freeze, move it immediately to some cool place, if possible where the temperature is just a few degrees above freezing point, and let it stay there without watering for a day or so, so that it can thaw out slowly and recover. A frozen plant allowed to stand in a warm room will usually die. After a few days you can tell how far it is damaged. Then cut off all the shriveled leaves and shoots; sometimes you may have to cut the whole plant back, but it will grow up again all right. It is very seldom that the roots are injured by a single night’s frost.


Spring or early fall is the best time to re-pot your house plants. Be very sure, first, that they need it; unless a plant seems very crowded, or the roots are outgrowing the pot, it is best left undisturbed. Instead you can take out as much of the top earth as can be easily removed, and replace it with fresh soil, using a mixture of loam, leaf mold and sand. There are several fertilizers sold specially for pot plants which can be used in a liquid form, and a little from time to time is very good, but being chemical mixtures they must be used sparingly, taking care always not to let the liquid touch the leaves or stems.


Many house plants can be increased by cuttings or root division, and the time to do this is in late spring or early summer, during the growing season. Some, like the spider plant and the pretty little “mother of thousands,” also called strawberry begonia, form little baby plants at the end of runners, which will root separately. In starting these it is safer to first peg them down to the earth with a hairpin, till the roots have taken firm hold, before dividing the runner and transplanting them.


If you like geraniums in the house—and they always look their best on a window ledge—you will have better results by starting fresh plants every year from the old ones. Take a strong good-sized cutting from the top of the plant in June, trimming off all but the small upper leaves, and root it in a shaded pot or in wet sand, and it should be ready to blossom early the following year.


It is always a disappointment to receive some lovely flowering plant as a gift, and then have it droop and sicken after the first week or so. This is usually because such plants, grown for the florists’ trade, have been forced in greenhouses to induce full blossoming, and the plant has used up nearly all its strength in this first effort. The change from greenhouse to living room, also, is rather a hard one. If the plant is one which will keep for another year, like a primula, it is worth while to cut it back entirely after the blossoms are over and then let it have a good rest without much watering for a few weeks, when it should start fresh growth again from the roots. The second lot of blossoms, however, are seldom as large or plentiful as the first.


An azalea, when it comes to you from the florist, is usually already several years old, and should live for many more years with care. Having very fine and delicate roots they suffer easily from either dryness or over-watering. The earth should be kept as far as possible regularly and evenly moist. Azaleas are sometimes irregular in blossoming, and will even skip a year, but there is generally a reason for this. They are among the plants that begin to form their next-year flower buds very soon after the blossoms are over, so if at any time during the year your azalea suffers from dryness this will affect the small growing buds and you will have no flowers the following season.
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In an English Garden




I suppose because I was born in England, and because English flowers were the first that I knew, I have a particular feeling about them.


For most of us there are certain flowers with which one has grown up, so to speak, and for which one always keeps a special affection. Whenever the talk turns upon English gardens I always think of wallflower. I have seen wallflower here, in gardens and in flower stores, but usually with other flowers, not alone nor in masses, which is the only way one wants it— great bunches in jugs in the house, thick borders of it in the garden. Wallflowers singly have no particular beauty; set them against other spring flowers and they barely make a showing, but to bury one’s face in a mass of those deep brown and yellow velvety blossoms, especially when damp with rain, is like plunging into spring itself. For the whole charm of wallflower is its perfume, as clean and fresh as the smell of lilac.


I have often wondered why many English flowers when grown in other countries seem to lose much of their perfume. It is true of wallflower and of stocks too, those sturdy purple and white cousins of the wallflower, which always bring to mind an English garden. A bunch of real English stocks, freshly gathered, will perfume the whole house.


Nearly all the flowers that grow in American gardens you will find in England too: delphinium, zinnias, hollyhocks, marigolds and snapdragon, poppies and columbines. But there are some which, like stocks and wallflower, seem to belong especially to the English garden, or at least to grow their best there. Mignonette is one, and yellow musk another, both loving coolness and moisture. Musk seems to have fallen out of fashion. Its scent is as much in the leaves as in the tiny yellow blossoms, and when I was a little girl it used to be grown a great deal as a window-sill plant, often trained up a small trellis. A pot of musk was the first plant I ever owned.


Clove carnations too, the real old-fashioned ones, huge, dark and spice-scented, are hard to find nowadays even in England, but you can still come across them in old gardens where they have grown undisturbed for years. Then there are the double perennial pinks, fringed, usually white or a queer purplish pink color, not very pretty but wonderfully sweet, and profuse bloomers. And Canterbury bells, deep purple, pink and white, seem part and parcel of every English flower border.


There is one flower which I have rarely seen except in England, and that is London pride, once found in nearly every London garden, usually as an edging to flagged or gravel paths. Alone among flowers it seemed to resist grime and smoke, lifting its pinkish flower clusters above rosettes of scalloped leaves. London pride is a saxifrage, and rather resembles the wild early saxifrage of New England pastures, except that it grows much taller—about two feet—and the flower heads and stems are a bright reddish pink. London pride will grow where nothing else will, and one always loves it for its courage and cheerfulness.


Spring begins early in England. Before January is out the snowdrops are opening; there are pink blossoms on the almond trees and yellow jasmine and forsythia in bloom. Crocuses and the first daffodils are not much behind them. Among spring border flowers are the gay little polyanthus, of the primrose family but growing in clusters on a stalk, red and yellow and mixed, and oxlips. There was a tradition that if you planted a yellow oxlip upside down it would come up red. Perhaps it does, for there are both red and yellow blossoms, but I have never tried it. Another lovely little early flower is the auricula, with gray-green smooth leaves and single blossoms that come in soft deep colors like the tints of old silk damask. All these are among the plants that you find on the street venders’ flower carts in spring, together with primroses, forget-me-nots, pansies, blue lobelia and double daisies.


Everyone knows the double English daisy, red and white, one of the prettiest of border plants. Left from year to year this garden daisy reverts very quickly to the wild stock from which it came, the single daisy which is the bane of English gardeners who pride themselves on their lawns. Wherever there is turf they appear as if by magic. Although they are considered a weed one loves them, and they are above all the children’s flower, to be gathered in grubby little short-stemmed bunches or strung into daisy chains. Nothing discourages them. You can pass the lawn mower or the roller over them again and again; next day they are as cheerful as ever, unfolding their pink-tipped petals in the morning and folding them again at night. From constant mowing they have learned to hug the ground so closely as to have scarcely any stem, the flowers opening almost flat to the ground.


Daisies and hawthorn go together. Hawthorn, or “may” as it is generally called, is native to England. The wild hawthorn is single, but the double hawthorn, pink or white or red, grows in every park and garden. There is no lovelier sight than a hawthorn tree in blossom and nothing sweeter than its scent. The tiny blossoms come in thick clusters, covering the whole tree like a drift of snow. Hawthorn blossoms are perfect for a dolls’-house nosegay, for they are shaped like miniature roses. For some reason it is supposed to be unlucky to bring white may into the house—almost as bad as bringing home peacock feathers. Pink may is all right, but I well remember as a child being waylaid at the doorway by a scandalized aunt, crying: “White may, indeed! Take it straight out this very minute!”


Many gardens in England are walled gardens, and the stone or old mellowed brick makes a perfect background for flowers. The walls have another use too. Certain fruits, like peaches, apricots and nectarines will not mature in England in the ordinary way, so these trees are planted close to a south wall and trained back flat against it, almost like a vine, where the reflected heat from the brick helps to ripen the fruit. Some varieties of pears, and sometimes fig trees also, are grown in the same way. Often you will find a pear or apricot trained against the south wall of a house, so that you can lean from an upper window and gather the fruit. Tomatoes will form green fruit during an English summer but to ripen they must be grown under glass; and grapes, too, are a hot-house fruit here, though the vines are sometimes grown outdoors more for ornament than use.


But whatever one may say of the English climate, it is kind to flowers. Moisture and the absence of continued intense heat -90IN AN ENGLISH GARDEN gives them in many cases a longer blooming season. Though the summers are not so long nor so warm as American summers, the winters are far milder, and it is very seldom that plants get winter-killed. Many flowers are quite hardy there that with us need protection, lavender among them. In the south of England fuchsias will winter outdoors, growing into quite tall bushes.


A favorite late-summer flower, blooming on into the fall, is the Japanese anemone, white with a golden center, the blossom rather like the cosmos but with a deeper cup. They are lovely both in the garden and as cut flowers. Dahlias, of course, you will find and chrysanthemums, which seem to prosper especially well in moist English autumns, keeping their masses of bloom all through November. And there are two old friends which you will meet in every perennial border. One is the American wild aster, in every variety. These are cultivated flowers in England, where they are known as Michaelmas daisies, growing in great spreading masses, even more luxuriantly than on their native New England hills. Another is black-eyed Susan, called herbaceous sunflower. Two old cronies that seem very happy under domesticated conditions, and that bring a great deal of beauty to the autumn garden.


Roses grow particularly well in England, and though their real month is June they manage to blossom off and on most of the year; if the autumn is mild you may find a stray rose or two as late as December. There is a very charming little white climbing rose called “the seven sisters,” which blooms in clusters, an older favorite than the rambler rose and far prettier. I never see this rose without thinking of a walk taken many years ago in the New Forest. In a clearing right in the depths of the woods we suddenly came upon a forester’s cottage entirely covered with seven-sister roses, in full bloom. They were so lovely against the red brick that we stood for a few minutes to enjoy them before going on our way. The New Forest is very many square miles in extent, and we had planned that morning to walk to a certain point known as the Rufus Oak. We walked for a couple of hours without seeing any other house at all, and then presently the trees parted, there was a gleam of something white—and there again was our cottage, the selfsame cottage with the selfsame roses! This time we were not quite so pleased to see it, and had no desire to linger; it was nearly noon and we had wasted two hours making a complete circle. Once more we set out and—incredible as it seems—a third time we met our cottage face to face. By now we began to feel that we were bewitched, or else that the cottage was—it seemed as if we were fated never to lose it. But the next time was luckier; we didn’t find the famous oak, but at least we lost the cottage and managed somehow or other to keep a straight enough course to bring us home.
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Some English Wild Flowers




I was three years old when I first saw the sea, and the first thing I did under the excitement was to fall flat on my face in it with all my best clothes on. This of course has nothing to do with gardens or flowers, except that that particular spring was also the first time that I went gathering primroses, so the two events always go together in my mind. I didn’t fall down in the primroses, though it would have been a far pleasanter experience; no one could possibly mind tumbling into them. The expedition was to a place in England known as Old Rawe Woods, near Hastings, and I can still remember those exciting clumps of pale yellow beneath the old tree trunks and the joy of gathering the blossoms, handful after handful. For primroses are among the generous flowers; there is no searching for them singly. Where they grow they fairly carpet the ground, and you can see their pale yellow flames from far away. In England there are wild violets in plenty, wood anemones too, but the primrose is the real spring herald. Primroses and bluebells, for they blossom at about the same time and often together. The bluebell is like a wild hyacinth. The flower spray, drooping slightly, is taller and more graceful than the stiff garden hyacinth, with no great perfume but of a lovely clear blue. In open glades and clearings they grow in masses, to be gathered by the armful. Like many wild flowers they seem to lose their beauty indoors. Blossom and stem bruise easily in handling, leaving a sticky juice on the fingers. They were never meant to stand stiffly in a vase, but to sway and tinkle— for one can almost hear them tinkling—in the spring breeze.


Daffodils also grow wild in parts of England, the small single ones which the country people call “Lent lilies.” And there is another spring flowering bulb, the fritillary, which you perhaps know in gardens as the snakeshead lily, all checked and spotted in dull brownish purple, curious rather than beautiful. These are rare and very local; one finds them in certain low swampy meadows and perhaps nowhere else for miles around. The cowslip, too, is a meadow flower, loving moisture. It is of the primrose family, with smaller blossoms carried in a cluster on a whitish furry stem. Cowslips have a wonderful fragrance, like nothing else in the world. Cowslip wine is made from them—or used to be—and country children hang the flower clusters closely over a long string and then tie the ends together to make a cowslip ball. When it is properly tied all the stems are in the center and the blossoms outside, making a lovely fragrant ball that can be kept for days in a plate of water. Someone once sent me a cowslip ball when I was a little girl, and even before the parcel was opened you could smell the flowers through the brown-paper wrapping.


Jack-in-the-pulpit does not grow in England, but it has a near relative there, with blossoms of a pale pink or purplish color and spotted leaves. These are called “lords and ladies” and you find them in nearly every hedgerow. The tip of the flower stands erect instead of curling over, and though more brightly colored they are stiffer and less graceful than our familiar “lack.”


The tall hedges which border nearly every English field and country lane have their own special flowers. Honeysuckle is among them, the trailing wild rose, and sweetbriar, which you often find in gardens, too, where it is grown for the sake of its perfumed leaves and stems. The blossom of the sweetbriar is smaller than that of the wild rose, though a deeper pink; you might pass the plant by and scarcely notice it, but if your hand brushes a spray of those small glossy leaves the whole air will be sweet around you. In early spring the hedge gives shelter, on its sunny side, to the first violets and primroses, and if there is a ditch at its foot you will find forget-me-nots there and yellow varnishy celandine. Foxgloves, too, like a hedgerow, where it is shady. The wild foxglove is just like the cultivated one, except that it comes usually in only one color, a dappled purplish pink. They grow all through England, and particularly well in Wales.


If beyond the hedge there is a cornfield—and a cornfield in England means rye or wheat or barley, for maize does not grow here—it is likely to be gay with scarlet poppies and bright blue cornflowers, or bachelors’ buttons, dotted among the grain. To the farmer they are weeds, but happily they persist in spite of his efforts. They prefer land that has been cultivated, and so does another very lovely little flower that one comes across sometimes in plowed fields, the tiny wild pansy or heartsease, yellow and purple like the old-fashioned johnny-jump-up but much tinier, only two or three inches tall. The blue scabious is another field flower, growing in hayfields together with the moon daisies.


Poppies, frail as they look, like sea air and are often at their best near the shore, especially where it is sandy. There is one spot in Norfolk which used to be, and I expect still is, famous for its poppies. There is an old ruined church and graveyard on the cliff top and in summer the ground all about it is scarlet with poppies. It is known by the name of a song once written about it, “The Garden of Sleep.”


There is another poppy, the yellow horned poppy, which grows only on the seashore and is not very common even there. A beautiful flower in itself, large and pale yellow with grayish silvery leaves, deeply cut, it seems the more beautiful because it is nearly always found singly and growing in some almost inaccessible nook, a rock-cleft halfway up the cliff or some tiny ledge high out of reach but exposed to the wind and the salt spray. It delights in spots where nothing but a bird could find foothold. The last horned poppy I remember gathering— or trying to gather—was high up a rock cliff near Conway in Wales, and it cost me several skinned knuckles sliding back down the cliff face before I finally gave up the attempt and left it where it was.


Far more considerate are the bright little sea pinks one finds everywhere along the edge of the cliffs. Also thrift, or armeria, which you very likely grow as a border plant in your rock garden but which along the English coast is a familiar wild flower, spreading its dense green tufts and pink blossoms among the cracks of the rock ledges, always as high up as it can get. Then there is samphire, a pretty name but not such a pretty plant, with sprawling fleshy leaves and greenish yellow flowers. It has a strong pungent smell and the young shoots are often used for pickling.


Along the shore, especially in and near sand dunes, will be sea holly, a spreading bushy plant with spiked holly-like leaves of a silvery blue-green, and handsome blue flowers. If you want to find sea holly in a seedsman’s list—and I think I have seen it listed among garden plants—its other name is eryngium. It grows in masses and the color of the whole plant, leaves and blossoms together, is very beautiful from a distance, almost like a reflection of the sea itself shimmering in sunlight. So many flowers that grow near the seashore seem to hold the color of the sea somewhere about them.


In the short turf above the cliff top grow many small flowers; the bird’s-foot trefoil, with leaves like the shamrock and clusters of bright blossoms shading from yellow to deep orange-brown; the blue minute florets of wild thyme and near the sandy edge of footpaths the little scarlet pimpernel, or “poor man’s weather glass,” whose tiny blossoms open only on fair days. Only a couple of inches tall, it has the distinction of being one of the very few wild flowers of a pure scarlet.


Just as English woods in autumn lack that wonderful blaze of color that comes in America with the turning of the foliage, so one misses, too, the wealth of goldenrod and wild asters that cover the New England hills and roadsides. But there are two flowering plants that do their best to make up for it, and oddly enough their banners are very much the same. Wherever there is a tract of moorland or open downs, especially near the sea, you will find purple heather and the larger-blossomed heath, a wave of color stretching sometimes as far as the eye can reach. It is like a dry springy carpet to walk on, and no amount of walking can hurt it for the tough matted stems spring back after each step. It blossoms all summer long, covering the ground with purple. In Cornwall especially it grows everywhere and with it the yellow gorse, making a blaze of gold and purple.


Gorse is a queer spiky bush, with practically no true leaves but innumerable close-set prickles. It grows everywhere throughout England, wherever there is open exposed ground, on commons or hillsides, and is one of the homeliest and scraggiest of shrubs except for its flowers, bright yellow and rather downy, shaped like a pea blossom and smelling not unlike coconut, which cover the whole bush with a sheet of gold. Another name for gorse is “whin bush,” and if you know that beautiful old poem “Salte and Sleete and Candle-light” you may remember the verses about Whinnie-muir:



“If ever thou gavest hosen and shoon,


—Every nighte and alle,


Sit thee down and put them on;


And Christe receive thy saule.





“If hosen and shoon thou ne’er gavest nane,


—Every nighte and alle,


The whinnes sall prick thee to the bare bane;


And Christe receive thy saule.”




And the whins would do it, too; I know of no plant, even a thistle, quite so bristling. The flowers are all but impossible to gather, even to smell them you risk getting your nose pricked. Yet there is no blossom, save the hawthorn, that seems so much a part of England. Gorse belongs to the English soil and climate; it does not thrive in warmer countries and in colder ones it will pine and die. And it has one peculiarity for which one loves it. Though like other plants it has a flowering season when it is at its best, it seems to blossom continuously the year round. If you cross any English common even on the foggiest and coldest day, with a frosty mist all around you, somewhere you will surely find a sprig of golden flower  on the gorse bushes. So true is this that it has given rise to an old saying, as old perhaps as the yellow whin bush itself: “When the gorse is out of blossom, then kissing is out of fashion.” So far as I know, the gorse has never failed.
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House Cleaning in the Garden




Every once in a while one gets discontented with a garden. One fine morning the glamour has gone; one looks upon it with a cold and unprejudiced eye. That unsightly corner one has always meant to do something about looks worse than ever, if such a thing be possible; the sun-loving flowers seem all to have come up perversely in the shady places and are spindly and unhappy about it, or perhaps the whole thing is just cluttered—a state of affairs that will arrive in the best of gardens at times. Something has to be done, a sort. of general house cleaning.


If this wave of discouragement strikes you in the early fall, as it is very apt to, that is the best possible time for setting to work. Perennials which have finished blooming can be shifted now, and will have time to make the fresh root growth that will carry them safely over; divided clumps will still make a new start before cold weather sets in, and the earth in newly made borders will have all winter for the soil to settle properly. For a garden is after all rather like a room; you get tired of seeing the same furniture always in the same places, and it’s good to change it around sometimes.


It is just as well to be really drastic about it, while you feel in the mood. Half measures are generally unsatisfactory, especially in gardening. Go over the situation carefully, and get rid of everything that you don’t want or don’t like. If there is a flower border that for some reason has never prospered, or that is in the wrong place, seed it down and make your border somewhere else. Replan your garden as you would plan the arrangement of a room, building up from some definite standpoint. Very often a little paved path where no path has been, the terracing up of an untidy bank or troublesome sloping border will change the whole look of things and give you even more space than you had before. Get rid of your unsightly corner once and for all by rooting out the plants that never flourished there and making room, instead, for a flowering shrub or two that can be set out in the spring and that will look after itself and do away with further worry. Above all clear out unsparingly, and don’t keep anything that you aren’t perfectly sure you want.


A good many gardens suffer from too much soft-heartedness; once something is growing one hates to get rid of it. But not all flowers are beautiful. Some are the wrong color, others never make enough show to justify the space they take up. A cluttered flower garden is always a problem, and I think that whenever space permits every garden should have a sort of glory hole, corresponding to the attic in a country house; a patch somewhere away from sight where experiments can be tried out and overflow plants and extra perennials set to grow undisturbed, as untidily as you choose, but ready to provide cut flowers for the house without stripping your pet borders, and also fresh plants to fill up vacant spots as they are needed.


In re-planning a garden there are certain things to keep in mind. One is that borders should bear a certain relation to the size of the garden itself. Except in a very small garden narrow borders are apt to look mean and niggardly. Three to four feet is about the least you should allow, and one wide border with flowers properly massed is far more effective than several small ones. Odd or scattered flower beds, too, look spotty and break up the. effect of space, and space is what you want to suggest, especially if you haven’t much of it. If you can help it don’t have shrubs and flowers in the same border, except for some low-growing shrubs like the smaller deutzias which almost belong in the perennial class and need very little room. The two never combine really well and the shrubs will take too much from the ground for flowers to prosper anywhere near them.


If your garden is long and narrow you might decide to give up one cross strip of it, from side to side and about eight feet deep, entirely to flowers. It may be toward the end or near to the house as you prefer, and could be divided for convenience by three straight paths either of flags or brick. Scented herbs and flowers could be grown together here, and little rock plants and pinks will find place near the edge of the paths. In this way your flowers will have more sun and make a far better effect than if scattered here and there, besides being easier to water and tend.


If stone or cobbles are not obtainable bricks make almost as pretty a path, especially old bricks, which one can generally get for very little wherever there is any rebuilding going on. Laying a brick path like this is not beyond an amateur’s skill, for the bricks should not need cementing if you set them closely enough in the ground and edgewise, not flat. Stretch a line to make sure of your width and of straight edges. If the surface is somewhat uneven afterwards, or if some of the bricks settle more than others, as they probably will, that does not matter so much. Keep treading on the path as you work, to make sure that all is firm and not liable to give under foot, and when you have done, strew loose earth or sand over the whole surface to fill in the cracks, sweeping it off after, as you would with a stone path. A couple of pails of water thrown on will help to settle everything and also show you any spot where the earth is too loose. This may not be exactly a professional job when done but it will stand average use, which is all you want.


If the path is a success there are probably other things you will find to do with the leftovers; a bit of bank to be terraced up somewhere, or a border raised. In this case always set the bricks end-in toward the border for strength. Bricks are easier to handle than rock but they always need a formal treatment; they should be laid more or less uniformly and fairly close, not set in picturesquely here and there as you might do with natural rock. Bricks and stone should not be mixed together in the same piece of work.


Stones or brick, even cement where you may need it for greater strength as in setting the base of a step or terrace more firmly, are not strictly speaking a part of gardening, but you can get a lot of enjoyment out of them if you like experimenting, and a little work of this kind here and there is always nice. A raised border is very pretty, it provides the right setting for trailing plants like petunias, thunbergia or nasturtiums, and if only a matter of eight or ten inches it will give a pleasant variety by the slight change of level. But your edge must be firmly built. Never use cement if possible anywhere where it will show, only for hidden strength. It will take about four parts of sand and a little gravel to one of cement, in mixing, and don’t mix it in any pail or tub that you expect to use for something else afterwards, for once hardened it sticks forever. Very often the pail is the only thing to which it will stick, at least in my own beginner’s experience.


Some flowers resent disturbance. Big hollyhocks and delphiniums, also old clumps of pinks, are hard to move without injury, but most of your other perennials can be shifted easily, provided the weather is not too dry. Cut them well back before moving, and see that the new soil is well prepared. Certain plants—achillea among them—spread prodigiously, sending up new shoots all around them in a regular jungle, and these, unless you want to take them up and divide them, can be dealt with by taking a sharp spade and chopping them back all around, roots and all, leaving only as much of the original Very often the pail is the only thing to which it will stick. plant as will make a tidy clump for next year, and making sure you pull every unwanted root and sucker out of the ground. This sort of underground pruning will give fresh strength to the plant and help to make better blossoms.


As for sweet-williams, once you get them in a garden you will have them forever, for they seed lavishly every year and grow like weeds. Note the colors that you like best and when the old plants have done blossoming pull them up, leaving just as much of the little young colony that will have grown up around them as you want for next summer. If you live in the country it is nice, instead of burning these old tops and ripened flower heads on the rubbish heap, to throw them out along some wayside bank where they will have a chance to sprout from the seed and run wild, as they very readily do, making a pleasant surprise later for whoever passes by. The wild day lilies and spotted tiger lily that one comes across on roadside banks and ditches probably started in just this way. So much flower seed goes to waste in a garden every year that it seems a pity not to throw it where it might do some good.


Many of the hardy annuals can be sown in late fall to get an early start next year, always saving some seed over in case of accidents. They won’t all come up, but those that do are likely to make better and stronger plants than the spring sowing.


Fall is the best time for reseeding bare lawn patches, or any new space that you want in grass. In sowing lawn seed anywhere near a border, lay boards or even weighted-down newspapers along the edge of the border first to protect it, else that breeze which invariably rises on even the calmest day, the moment one opens a package of lawn seed, will unfailingly carry the seed where you least want it. Any grass edge is a trouble to keep straight at best, but if it starts ragged it is ten times worse. Mixing lawn seed with sand will make it easier to sow evenly, but it won’t keep it from blowing.


Seedling perennials should be large enough now to set out in their permanent places. And small shrubs, too, can be shifted, if you like, but if you plan to buy new shrubs these would be better set out in the spring, when you will receive them dormant. Meantime you can mark out the places in which they are to go and thoroughly spade the earth, digging in a little manure or compost as well, so that it will need only a light digging over in spring. Flowering shrubs look so tiny when they first come from the nursery that one is very apt to plant them too close, forgetting how rapidly they spread out once they start growing. Weigalia and syringa especially are great spreaders, and will need plenty of room. Althea, or rose of Sharon, a late-blooming shrub and for that reason nice to have, since it will be in blossom when the other shrubs are all over, is fairly upright in growth and needs less space.


Every garden needs at least one syringa bush, if only for the humming birds who will haunt it morning, noon and night.


Snowberry, which you find in all old gardens, is useful and obliging because it will grow in shady corners or any dank sunless spot where you need greenery, producing its tiny pink flowers and white berries as cheerfully as under better conditions. Like all obliging people it is apt to get imposed upon for this very reason, but it never seems to mind. And speaking of old-fashioned shrubs I wonder if you know strawberry shrub, that old favorite with tight chocolate-brown blossoms which country children always used to knot in a corner of their clean handkerchiefs, going to church, for its indescribably spicy fruitlike perfume? Remembering it from childhood —we always called it just “shrub”—I tried to find it years later when of course it had gone out of fashion, but as all I could tell the dealers was that it had brown blossoms and was called shrub, it took some time. I found it at last, under the high-sounding name of calycanthus, but alas, it is a disappointment, for though the brown velvety blossoms are twice as large as the old ones they have almost no scent, which is the one thing for which I wanted it. It likes sun and warmth, and perhaps New England summers are too chilly to bring out its perfume. Most people pass it by and I don’t blame them, but I do feel rewarded when occasionally a visitor exclaims: “Why, you’ve got a bush of shrub! I haven’t seen that in years!”
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The Story Without an End




There is a plant which in Italy you will find on almost every balcony and in every garden, side by side with the carnations and oleanders, its slender pale-green leaves even more fragrant than the blossoms around it. Everyone loves it. It is called cedrina, and we know it here as lemon-scented verbena.


The Italian poet Pascoli speaks of the cedrina, or erba Luisa as it was always called in his childhood home, where a great bush of it grew by the doorway, so that no one could enter or leave the house without brushing its scented leaves. When Pascoli and his brothers were older and went away to school their mother always put a sprig of erba Luisa among the flowers she sent them from time to time, to remind them of home. In one of his stories Pascoli tells how many years later, when he came to leave home, he took a rooted slip from this same doorside bush and kept it on his window sill wherever he lived. He called this little pot of cedrina his house and garden, for the earthen flower pot was made of the same clay from which are made the bricks and roof tiles of a country house, and the earth inside it was the earth of the fields and vineyards. For many years it was the only land, the only house that he possessed, but for him it was the symbol of home, for he had only to touch these pale green leaves with his fingers and their fragrance brought back to him his early home, the faces of those he loved, and all his vanished years of childhood happiness.


Only a great poet could express this idea as beautifully as Pascoli does. But the truth of it will be felt by everyone who loves any growing thing. For a garden is not something to be measured in terms of length and breadth. It may be as large as a meadow or it may be only a handspan of earth, like Pascoli’s pot of lemon verbena; its real measure is just the measure of what it means to you, and this is something with which space has nothing whatever to do.


If you have read the life of Hans Andersen you will remember the queer little roof-top balcony where he played as a child and the box of earth with parsley and sweet-pea vines growing in it, and how time and again the memory of that tiny garden recurs in his stories. I often wish that someone would make an anthology just about little gardens of this kind, and what they have meant to people—a sort of window-box anthology. For to the city dweller anything that will grow, that will put out leaves and blossoms, is doubly precious, and the smallest patch of earth can become a garden.


There are certain plants that belong by right to the country; one hates to bring them into murky air and city surroundings. Others again one associates naturally with streets and chimney pots, city window ledges and the chatter of sparrows on a spring morning. They seem to have made up their minds long ago to follow man wherever his home may be, and are quite happy about it. Why is it that a begonia or a fuchsia looks utterly lost and miserable set out in a country flower bed, and that even their very leaves appear to cringe and lose color? They are like canaries born in a cage and set free to shift for themselves. They seem to miss the snug security of a flower pot and the daily care and protection from uncomfortable winds and storm that they find only with human companionship. And a geranium never looks more at home than on a window sill.


Gardening is one of those pleasures not always dependent upon time or place. There are plenty of things that will grow in your city garden, indoors or out; it is only a question of finding out which. City soil is usually poor, so better than the struggle with discouraging borders and grass that won’t grow is the solution of a paved yard and plants in pots, as the Chinese have always loved to arrange their gardens, where you can make sure of the right earth and where the extra care you can give each plant will more than make up for the confined space. And with the growing interest now in city and roof top gardens and in indoor gardening of every kind, there is a range of books specially written on just this subject, from the penthouse garden to the window box, which will give you all the help and suggestions you may need.


And that brings us to another side of gardening interests. There is not very much that can be done with the outdoor garden once winter has set in, except to enjoy the new and unsuspected beauty that snow will give it, especially if you have been wise enough to plan for just these months with plenty of hardy shrubs and berries. But now, while other work is at a standstill, is just the time to catch up with the garden books that you didn’t have time to read in summer, to go over your seed catalogues at leisure with a view to next year; to put some needed order into all the clippings that you have been collecting from time to time, sort them under subject headings and either paste them in a scrapbook or arrange them in some other way so that they will be handy for reference. Articles, suggestions, odd nursery advertisements that you may sometime need—all these should be classified for your garden reference shelf, and winter is the best time to do it. If you have kept a garden diary or log-book, which is always inter esting to look back upon, that, too, may need some posting up. And then there are always next year’s plans to think over. For one of the best things about a garden, large or small, is that it is never finished. It is a continual experiment. There is always something that can be done, some new idea to try out. There is never any moment at which you can look round you and say: “My garden is perfect; there is nothing more to do.”


There is everything to be done, make no mistake about it. You may think you are through with planning and worrying; a dozen new interests may have come up during the between months to crowd the garden from your mind, but just as sure as spring comes round again, as the earth begins to warm up and the first buds to open, you will feel the old restlessness. Once more you will find yourself debating, considering. You will be wondering whether those violas weren’t set a little too close together, if that yellow ranunculus wouldn’t do better in a sunnier spot, and where on earth you could have put that trowel away last fall.


A dozen chapters may be over and done with, but there is always a new one just beginning. For the story of your garden is the one story that never comes to an end.
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