
In the Garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar

More photos of Shobha’s garden inside and in Photo Gallery
October 9, 2009
Apple picking in my own backyard

Clearly, autumn has arrived. Every weekend in October, families are making
forays to area farms to enjoy the simple pleasures of apple picking. I have many
beautiful memories of picking seasonal fruits with my daughter. Seeing the
world fresh and wondrous through her young eyes is a joy of which I can never
tire.

So, once again this fall we went apple picking. We did not go too far. In fact, we
only ventured to the south edge of our property! That’s right; we got to
harvest a real crop from our apple and pear trees. The Belgian espalier fence
that borders one side of our garden is mature enough to yield plenty of fruit.
Last year, we missed out because while we were on vacation, the squirrels got
everything. But this year, having protected the trees with netting, we have
received for our labor, quite literally, our just desserts.
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More photos below

It was so much fun picking the fruits. Before we picked each one, we first had
to trace the tree to which it belonged because the espalier forms a lattice and
so the limbs are criss-crossed. It can be confusing if you don’t pay attention.
Then, each apple or fruit was labeled as it came off the tree, so we could
conduct a tasting of five different apple varieties and two kinds of pears. My
personal favorites are the Jonah Gold apple and the Kieffer pear. Kieffer pears
have a texture and crunch similar to Chinese pears except they are sweeter
and more flavorful. 

As we ate a mixed apple pie later in the day, I felt a unique sense of
accomplishment and satisfaction. All the hard work of growing fruit organically
is so very worth it.

Time to clean the greenhouse for winter

Later in the week, we cleaned the greenhouse in preparation for winter. As
plants are moved into it for shelter through the cold months, they are first
trimmed and thoroughly washed. The whole operation is a fair amount of work
but so crucial to minimizing the spread of bugs and disease. 

As I worked, I thought about how incredibly fortunate I am to have the
opportunity to commune with nature on a regular basis. I get to mark the
passage of each season very consciously. I notice the different caterpillars and
then the corresponding butterflies into which they transform. I learn to
tolerate their chomping of select plants for they too must live. The myriad
colors and shades of the plants and trees are studied and filed away in my
mind for future botanical paintings. I’m made aware of impending dry spells by
observing the way the leaves are curled. I’m not sure I could explain how I
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know. I just trust my instincts that have been honed over the years. 

As the pots are moved, I discover the hiding places of toads and mice. I adore
the former and, despite their cuteness, loathe the latter. I am cognizant of the
many smells in the garden and inhale deeply as I clip back the boxwoods,
scented geraniums and bay laurels. My arms feel the thorns as lopped off rose
limbs scratch their way down and my fingers get sticky as I pick off the
browned leaves from the Brugamansias. All the while, I hear the symphony put
together by the birds, falling papery leaves and quarreling squirrels.

Gardening, a balm for the soul and, perhaps, society’s ills?

In every way, all of my senses are heightened by the garden. I am made
conscious of my place and role in the big picture. I know where to go for solace
or celebration, for distraction or meditation, inspiration or calming. These past
few weeks, while I’ve been doing grand jury duty, I’ve been acutely aware of
just how important a part the garden plays in my life. While I’ve been
subjected to the seedier and somewhat horrifying aspects of our society, the
chores demanded by the garden have been of great comfort as my mind
learned to let go of its saddened state. When my spirits are low and my heart
aches, the garden always comes to my rescue. It never fails to soothe and heal.
And then it occurred to me that many criminal acts would not happen if
everyone spent some time daily in the tasks of maintaining a piece of earth and
absorbing its many teachings. Obviously, what the world needs is more
gardens.

Shobha Vanchiswar has been gardening all her life, the last 21 years in
Chappaqua. She received the Golden Trowel Award for garden design in 2007
from Garden Design magazine. Her jewel-of-a-garden here in New Castle was
on view in this year’s Garden Conservancy Open Day program. She has a
garden design business, Seeds of Design. Write her at
seedsofdesign@verizon.net.
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