
7
Juggler’s Dilemma:
Searching for Help

EVERYONE WHO HAS ever worked in my garden, from Lou to Brid to Peggy and now the
invaluable Erica, has come to me through a friend or by word of mouth. However, if
you are looking for help for the first time, you need to begin by casting a wide net. It’s
not enough just to ask gardening friends. Friends who don’t garden and are looking
for someone themselves are often your best bet.

That’s how I found the admirable Casey, a college student in need of summer
employment. He was working for a friend who was too busy to garden. She knew that
I had been looking for someone, too, and when she didn’t need Casey for a full day,
she called to see if I had a couple of hours of work for him. I did. Erica and I were
happy to have him, because we were expecting a group of garden visitors the next
day.

If you need to look farther afield than your neighborhood, try the nearest community
college or branch of your state university’s cooperative extension service or any
institution that holds gardening classes. Botanical gardens and arboreta offer
programs in horticulture and can be a valuable resource. If all else fails, there is still
word of mouth. But it doesn’t happen spontaneously; you have to get the word out by
initiating conversations with everyone you meet wherever you find yourself—at the
post office, at the checkout counter of the market, or in the waiting room of your
dentist’s office. Sooner or later, someone will have a friend or relation who is
interested in gardening and looking for work.

Getting the right kind of help is something else again, because every site and every
garden is different. Also, there are as many ways to garden as there are gardeners.
What is important to me may be less so to you or have nothing to do with what you
need. But I’m happiest if whoever helps me in the garden appreciates the natural
beauty of its setting and realizes that the garden is most successful where the hand of
the gardener is least in evidence.

Peggy loved the garden, and gardening with her was a joy. We worked well in
tandem, because we were as alike as two peas. In the spring, we lavished attention
on the shade plantings behind the long border. The path among the rhododendrons,
refreshed with a new layer of wood chips, looked more inviting than ever and there
wasn’t a weed anywhere. But we lost sight of the big picture, and the big picture is
what makes this garden. Peggy and I were too much alike. It’s better to have
someone whose gardening style complements yours rather than duplicates it.



In the end, of course, you’re lucky if you find someone who will put up with you and
help you keep the garden from going to wrack and ruin. But to make any arrangement
work, you have to be clear about what you want and understand what is possible. The
question is, given the time, energy, and expertise that you bring to the partnership,
how many hours a week will it take to achieve a level of maintenance that satisfies
you and is appropriate to your budget?

There is no easy answer, because all you have to go on is previous experience and
an educated guess. And because circumstances change, the answer depends to
some extent on the season. Some years you have more time and energy than others.
But it goes without saying that as you get older, your energy diminishes. In calculating
time, I have always erred on the side of expecting too much and underestimating how
long it takes to achieve the desired result. However, the last few years have taught me
to be more reasonable and more realistic.

For the foreseeable future, given what I can still do myself, my guess is that I will
need one capable, energetic person for five or six hours a week. That’s what I can
realistically afford. And that is not really enough for the big jobs, such as cleaning up
and mulching in the spring and dealing with the leaves in the fall. During her all-too-
brief tenure, Brid dragooned Harvey, her patient, good-natured husband, into helping
us with these tasks. And this year for spring cleanup, Erica brought a young man with
her.

Martin and I had always done the fall cleanup with whomever was helping in the
garden. And we had a good system. The two younger members of the team raked
and blew the leaves into piles; Martin would shred them with the Gravely tractor by
tilting the deck and dropping it down on the pile. Then either the raker or the blower
would vacuum up the shredded leaves with the second tractor and dump them behind
the barn.



If we kept up with it every week during October, leaf removal wasn’t hard, but it was
time-consuming. Having a landscape crew do the work cost too much, as I discovered
the year Martin was in an auto accident that put him out of commission for the fall.
While nothing can ever replace Martin and his beloved old Gravely, Erica and I
managed last fall without calling in reinforcements.

Like most gardens, mine is at its most demanding at the end of one season and the
beginning of the next. In between, the ongoing work in the flower beds has already
been substantially reduced by giving away perennials and substituting compact
shrubs. But there are still three massive hedges to shear, a lot of pruning to do, and
deer fencing to keep in running order. Martin used to check it twice a year and repair it
if necessary. But it hadn’t been tested regularly since his death, and last September I
found telltale deer droppings in the woodland garden.

An urgent call to a friend who is a landscape designer produced the name of an
outfit that deals in specialty agricultural products, including deer fencing. Fortunately,
their response was quick; the problem was traced to the charger and easily solved.
Martin always bought a backup charger when he replaced the old one, so I had one
on hand. Purchasing a new charger is now an item on the punch list.

I was lucky to have an in-house handyman, but unless you do or are
knowledgeable and experienced yourself, you would be well advised to hire someone
for electrical problems. And you have to budget for this eventuality. Another expense
that I was never fully aware of is the servicing and repair of power equipment, like the
garden tractor, leaf blower, electric hedge trimmers, and other electric or gasoline-
powered tools. That was always Martin’s department, so I didn’t know the real cost of
maintaining a garden like ours. I’m a wiser woman now.

Like it or not, you need to be aware of these hidden expenses in order to figure out
what you can afford in terms of helping hands in the flower beds. Simplifying them



was a good start. Now that they demand less of our time, Erica and I can give the
woodland garden at least a lick and a promise, fit in some pruning, and do the leaves
in the fall. The only additional expense is for the strong back to help us with mulching
in the spring.

I know that an exhaustive discussion of garden maintenance is the last thing
gardeners want to read, but it really is the crux of the matter, and I’m afraid there is
more. No matter how much we love our gardens, they are only part of our lives.
Everyone of my vintage—my gardening friends, the people I meet at garden clubs—is
struggling to balance the many opposing demands on our hearts and minds, our time,
energies, and pocketbooks. Any sort of crisis wreaks havoc with that precarious
equilibrium.

My garden is inseparable from the rest of my life, which included when Martin was
alive the house, two vehicles, the reigning Jack Russell terrier, family, friends, and
visitors from England. Responsibility for this ménage was a joint effort, each of us
doing what we did best. Martin took care of house maintenance and repairs, paid the
bills, dealt with the finances, and latterly did the shopping. I cooked, cleaned the
house, kept up the garden, coped with dog training and trips to the vet, wrote articles
and books, and traveled around giving garden talks. It all worked relatively smoothly
and fit together. But without Martin, nothing seemed to work.

Now I do the things for which I have no aptitude and in which heretofore I had taken
no interest, and I am not finding it easy. House, garden, dog, family, friends, and my
writing have all been shortchanged. Even the car is presently in dire need of service. I
suspect that this is familiar territory for everyone of a certain age. But a bright spot
named Anne Harrigan has recently appeared on my horizon and made life a lot
easier.

In the spring of 2007, three years after Martin’s death, I was asked to open the
garden to a group from the Federated Garden Clubs of Connecticut. I had been
saying no much more often than yes to such requests, but it was to be a special
occasion for a small group, and the person who contacted me was so nice and so
persuasive that I couldn’t refuse.

The women who came that day were warm, appreciative, and kind, and I found
myself talking about the difficulties of keeping the place up and my sadness at having
to let weeds take over the woodland garden. Later, as the group was leaving, Anne
stopped and said, “I’ll help you weed your woodland garden.” She called the next
week to tell me that she had Thursday mornings free, and she has been coming ever
since.

There is no job description for what Anne does, but having been a secretary for
forty years, she is extremely orderly and efficient. She has helped me sort out my
desk and files, deal with the mail, and move the potted plants upstairs for the winter,
and she waters them when I forget. In the last few months, she has also taken over
some of Martin’s chores, like picking up office supplies at Staples, mailing packages,
and doing the shopping. In five short words borrowed from William Wordsworth, she
has made “Oh, the difference to me!”

As you try to balance all the demands in your life, keep in mind my experience with
Anne. It was a complete surprise to discover that it wasn’t the garden that was



weighing so heavily in the balance, it was the minutiae of life as an older single
woman. The devil was in the details.

You, too, may find that what you need is someone to free you from some of the
myriad small household tasks so that you can spend more time in the garden. Even if
you don’t know what you need and feel completely overwhelmed, there is someone
out there who can help you. You just have to keep looking, keep talking to people, and
keep an open mind.

Don’t underestimate the charms of the older gardener. One friend of mine, no
longer as spry as she once was but still a superb gardener, barters with a young
horticulturist, trading treasures from the garden in return for labor. I have recently
gotten to know a young man who is in the throes of becoming a passionate gardener,
and he offered to help me after coming to a program I did at a local nursery. Terence
Farrell and his family have been a great addition to my life and a godsend in the
garden.

Quite apart from the pleasure of their company, I have been helped by Terence and
the twins, six-year-old Ryan and Caitlin, to plant a hedge of Sedum ‘Autumn Joy’,
divide dozens of daylilies, shear the long forsythia hedge, and prune huge old
junipers. They even pitched in with the leaves one cold, windy day last fall. And I don’t
know where I would have been without them when Erica was out for a month last
summer with a shoulder injury. The moral of this story is: never say no to any offer of
help.

Older people sometimes feel that age has diminished their worth, but one of the
lovely things about gardening is that in the eyes of young gardeners, age and
experience confer status. When I was in my forties, a mere child in the gardening
world, I worshiped at the feet of older members of the North American Rock Garden
Society—Linc Foster, Harold Epstein, Dick Redfield, Geoffrey Charlesworth, and
Norman Singer.

In return for my wholehearted admiration, they gave generously of their time, which
becomes increasingly precious with age; their knowledge, which was deep and broad;
and their plants, which came from the far corners of the earth. It’s my turn now. When
I send Terence home with daylilies or visit his garden, I think of these dear people.
They, too, had everyday lives and struggled with the same balancing act that we all
do, but their gardens kept them going, just as yours and mine will keep us going.



 GLEANINGS 

 Determine what kind of help you need
If you can afford it, have big one-shot jobs like transporting, delivering, and
spreading several yards of bulk mulch done by a landscaper or a handyman with a
truck.

For ongoing help with perennial borders and pruning shrubs, you probably need
someone you can teach or someone who already has some experience.

 How and where to find gardening help
First, ask fellow gardeners. On my behalf, Rita Buchanan, whom you will meet in
Chapter 10, asked her friend Robert Herman, a faculty member at Naugatuck Valley
Community College, if any of his horticulture students would be interested in
working in my garden. And Brid raised her hand.

Inquire about horticulture programs at high schools with vocational agriculture
programs and at local community colleges. You will find information online and in
the phone book.

Contact the cooperative extension service offices in your state about local Master
Gardener programs. These programs provide volunteers with training in
horticulture. In return, the volunteers make themselves available to answer
gardening questions at local extension service offices and spend a minimum of
thirty hours on community gardening projects. Gardeners who have completed the
program and fulfilled their obligations often start their own gardening businesses
and post notices on the extension service’s bulletin board.

Public gardens, botanical gardens, and arboreta that offer continuing education
programs are possible sources of help.

 Once you have found help
When you have found someone, you must be clear about what you want done and
realistic in your expectations.

Given what you can do yourself and the number of hours of paid help you can
afford, what is reasonable and possible?

Remember that you may care more about your garden than anything else except
your family, but the person working for you may also have a family and other
interests and can only do so much.

 Anticipate the possibility of needing extra seasonal help



Spring cleanup is always the most labor intensive in my garden, because winter
storms rain down twigs and branches and damage the old trees. For the name of a
licensed arborist, ask friends and consult the sources already mentioned.

Early spring or late fall is also the time to get power equipment serviced. Call the
power equipment place where you bought your tractor; they usually pick up and
deliver, but it takes time, so plan ahead.

Fall cleanup can also require either extra help if you do it yourself, or a landscape
service.

 The juggler’s dilemma
Modern life puts great demands on young and old alike, making every day a
juggling act. As you get older, it becomes harder to keep all the balls in the air.

So stop for a few minutes, sit quietly in the garden, and figure out what weighs on
you most. I discovered that it wasn’t managing the garden. It was managing the rest
of my rather chaotic life.

If you love to garden yourself and are fairly ablebodied, you may not need
gardening help. Instead, you may need a smart, reliable person who you like and
trust to come for a couple of hours a week to sort mail without throwing out the
credit card bill and to make appointments for you. Whatever you need, there is
someone out there who can help. If you belong to any organizations or a church,
ask there and keep asking.




