
In the garden with Shobha Vanchiswar 

 
September 17, 2010 

Time to think outside the box 

The wonderful thing about summer vacation is that it shakes us out of the everyday.  

We relax and allow ourselves the luxury of feeling the sun on our toes. While the mind unwinds, the 
muscles are revived in pools and oceans. One returns home with a sense of purpose and a new state of 
mind. Just as the new school year offers the kids a chance to start with a fresh slate, as adults, this is the 
opportunity to steer away from the same old routines or habits. It’s all about keeping boredom at bay 
and staying out of the rut. There is a difference between tradition and stagnation. In my mind, this is the 
perfect time for new resolutions or projects. We can add some zest into every aspect of our lives. As this 
is a garden column, I’ll restrict myself to that realm. 

Right now one can feel that the air is cooler and crisper. The leaves are tipped in color. The summer 
vegetable patch is winding down and the cool weather greens are hitting their stride. Fruit harvest is in 
full swing. While I taste summer in the figs that I pick daily, the ripening apples are serenading autumn. 
Change is indeed inevitable. If you are like me, you probably feel the need to go along with the spirit of 
the season. I have a desire to try out something different, refresh a skill, and approach projects 
creatively. A little tweaking can make a world of difference, and it only needs to make a difference to 
you. 

Some ideas just come to you, as in nature delivers them to your doorstep 

Just as I was thinking about what changes I might like to make in the garden, I encountered several 
things that served to reinforce my resolve to try something new. The first instance was in a friend’s 
garden. This garden is a haven to many wild creatures. The sounds of different birds, even owls, and 
frogs are heard constantly. This past summer, a certain tree frog showed great enterprise when it took up 
residence in a birdhouse.  The frog needed a home and the birdhouse was empty. It chose to be 
resourceful and different, to my mind, one very cool frog. 
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Then, there was the discovery I made whilst weeding. It was late in August and I was busy trying to 
tackle the weeds that had thrived in my absence. I was rather focused on the task and almost missed this 
find. At first, I dismissed it as a small pile of debris from the rose bush under which it lay. Then I 
thought to look closer in case it was a dead mouse that needed to be relocated.  

Instead, I found a tiny nest made entirely of peelings of grapevine bark. I’ve never seen anything like it. 
Clearly, some bird had made use of the grapevine prunings that are wound around the peony supports. A 
certain degree of patience and effort had been expended in the process of peeling the thin bark from the 
vine. It had to be a bird with a very clear, novel taste in nest design, and a purist to boot as it only used 
grapevine bark. How clever is that? 
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Driving up to my daughter’s camp in Vermont and back, I passed a furniture place that had as 
advertisement, giant chairs, tables and a bed arranged out on its front lawn. Instead of sheets and 
pillows, the bed was made up in seasonal plants spilling out in a riot of color. One could not help but 
smile at this sight, quite literally a flower bed. Charming, humorous and effective in getting attention. I 
regret not taking any pictures. 

Finally, my florist friend Sue invariably tries to get me unusual or new varieties of flowers from the 
flower district in the city, flowers not usually seen in retail shops. Recently, she gave me a bunch of 
what looked like balls of sap green moss on stems. Unusual, and very attractive. Turns out they are a 
new variety of carnations! I can see them gaining popularity particularly for St. Patrick’s Day 
celebrations. I’ve had them in water for about four weeks now and they still look good. At the moment 
they are mixed in with large, white roses and the effect is quite elegant. Sue says this particular variety is 
called Green Tricks. Keep a look out for it. 

 

What I intend to do that’s outside my box 

My point is to encourage you to of take nature’s cue and try to do something new, different or 
uncommon in your garden. Perhaps try planting new varieties of bulbs in the perennial beds; making a 
new garden of only native plants; adding a sculpture or birdbath; installing a fountain. Repaint the gate 
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in a different color or rip up the lawn, or a part of it, and create a labyrinth. Set up a compost bin; 
convert the front lawn into a sensory garden. You get the idea. Be bold, be brave and take the plunge. 

I’ll bet you’re wondering what I intend to do. Well, I am going to be planting some new types of bulbs 
in the meadow. Wisteria is going to be trained on the gazebo under which we while away many hours 
and eat many meals. The canvas shade that is presently in place will be history. The plants are already in 
and have begun their climb. In a year or two they will provide all the necessary shade. Just picturing the 
vines in bloom makes my pulse quicken. There is one other thing I plan to do just for fun, but I’m not 
telling. You will simply have to wait till my Garden Conservancy Open Day next May.  
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