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Common courtesy and good manners in the garden 

One hears much these days of the scarcity of civil and polite behavior. We’ve all been perpetrators as 
well as victims of rudeness, impatience and plain thoughtlessness. After listening recently to varied 
friends rant about just such matters, I got around to giving it some thought. As I am wont to do, I looked 
to the garden to provide advice and solutions. I’ve come up with the following points and I’m sure the 
list will grow.  

Good fences make good neighbors. This is, indeed, true as fences (I include hedges and shrubs that sit 
on property lines) delineate boundaries and provide visual reminders of privileges that must not be taken 
for granted and social lines that ought not be crossed. So if one is shaping or trimming a hedge, the 
neighbor must be informed and permission sought so all are clear about what to expect. After all, if you 
like a neatly trimmed shrub on your side, the neighbor might prefer a free-flowing effect on his or her 
side. Check first. If you are planning to put in a fence, let the person next door know and agree on the 
type of fence. Sometimes, costs can be shared. The best of intentions can still result in resentments, 
which can fester like open wounds. Always keep open the lines of communication.  

The law may be on your side when you cut off the limbs of a neighbor’s tree that shades your property. 
But inform them of your intent. They will appreciate it. Wouldn’t you if the shoe was on the other foot?  

When walking your pets, be sure to keep them totally off all private property. Unless you are carrying 
around several buckets of water to wash the ground after, do not let the animal do any of its business on 
somebody else’s property. Even if you are picking up the evidence, other dogs can smell it and think the 
place an attractive outhouse.  Also, undiluted urine can kill grass. No matter that the person has his or 
her own pets. Mind your own pet’s business.   

It is important to consider your neighbor’s view when taking care of your own land. This is particularly 
relevant when houses are close to each other. Keep unsightly things out of sight. This includes garbage 
and recycling cans, compost bins, and the motorcycle being rebuilt for the last six months. It will 
improve entire neighborhoods. Be mindful of other people’s sensibilities.  
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As in curbing pets, children should be taught to respect other people’s properties. No riding bikes or 
skateboarding onto the neighbor’s sloping lawn or driveway without prior permission. To the best of 
their abilities, have them keep rogue balls from finding their way into someone else’s garden.  As 
adorable as our children are, others may not agree. Especially someone who has had his prize petunias 
smashed by a ball or lawn damaged from tire tracks.  

Can we all take it upon ourselves to be more mindful of the noise we create with mowers and blowers? 
Try in particular to avoid meal times. That al fresco meal next door will not take kindly to such auditory 
intrusions. Besides you don’t really want to spoil another’s time outdoors, do you? Several towns have 
strict ordinances and even have “quiet” days when such machines may not be used. That might well be 
in our future, but must we always have laws in place before we do the right thing?  

Never ever tell a gardener that her window boxes are so beautiful that they look fake. It is not a 
compliment and I, sorry she, does not appreciate such comments. It is as though you told her that she 
looks so young that it seems like she had a facelift.   

If you are not a gardener and feel the need to justify yourself, do not say you are too busy to garden. It 
implies that those who garden do so because they have nothing else to do and that beautiful gardens are 
easily achieved by all and sundry. Unintended as it might be, it is a huge put down. Similarly, there is no 
need for gardeners to be overly smug about their achievements. Okay, maybe a little smugness is 
permitted.  

Gardeners are incredibly generous with advice and plants. However, do not assume they owe you any of 
that or are dying to do so. Likewise, the gardener must not presume that everyone wants advice, help or 
plants that were not requested.   

I’m sure you can come up with more examples, but my point is that all of these can be extrapolated to 
other realms, work, school, home, etc. After all, the different plants in the garden seem to know how to 
thrive together. Let’s just resolve to be kinder, more tolerant and get along better. The children are 
watching.  

Reminder: Margaret Roach will be speaking on April 22 at 7:30 p.m. at the Chappaqua Library. The 
topic is “Non-stop Plants.” Admission is free.  Margaret is a wonderful speaker and the talk will be quite 
informative. Bring along your questions for the Q&A after. 
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