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Lessons Learned in a Supposedly Dead Garden 

It is a week past Thanksgiving and I am in my garden. It rained recently, so the sunlight shimmers 
on copper leaves. The ground has a velvety glow in some places, a satiny finish in other spots. The 
lush greens of summer have been replaced by shades of brown and gray: umber, sienna, terra cotta, 
bronze, chocolate, auburn, mocha, russet, taupe, sable, slate, charcoal, dun and ash. Everywhere the 
earth is dappled, marbled, freckled, mottled, strippled, tie-dyed. 

This is the garden I share with my husband. His style of gardening is different from mine. But, then, 
my style of gardening is different from just about everyone’s. To start out with, I don’t really like 
planting seeds. Most of them are so small and require delicate handling. Poking seeds down in 
straight rows seems oddly fussy to me. On the other hand, if you need someone to broadcast 
wildflower seeds in a field, I’m your gal. Want some daffodils planted randomly in a grove? Call me. 
Plants growing in around, next to, between compost piles, now that’s my style.  

Watering is boring, but I’ll happily fill every available bucket, tub and receptacle with compost tea 
in the morning. I’ll sense the right moment to come back in the afternoon and then lug that warm 
gooey liquid to every corner of the garden. 

I’d rather mulch than weed, but if I have weed, I relish it because it means contact with the soil. I 
love to carry huge armloads of produce from the garden to my kitchen. If I have surplus veggies, I 
would rather give them away to friends and strangers than preserve them. Putting food up for 
winter may be a noble pursuit, but like that seed-poking thing, a little too fussy for Anne. 

What I really love is mulching and composting and mulching and composting. I hunt for organic 
matter, haul organic matter, spread organic matter, dream about organic matter. I say “Yum!” when 
I see organic matter. I feel most powerful when I am building soil: that funky, fragrant crumbly, 
gorgeous black gold. Most people compost to benefit their gardens. I garden to justify my 
“composting Jones”. 

I am so comfortable walking in my garden at this cool and quiet time.  I suppose I should be felling 
sad, or at least filled with bittersweet sentiment. I should be putting my garden to bed.  saying 
goodbye, good night, adios, see you next year. Instead I look around and see my garden in its peak 
of glory. I look down and see so many things. Dinosaur kale, rosemary and Brussels Sprouts still 
thrive. I bend over and pick up small corncobs and beans missed at harvest time. I spy nuts, twigs, 
and a papery snakeskin. 

Layers of straw and leaves lay on the ground. I know. I hauled them here. Under that motley carpet 
is a hidden universe of insects, worms, bacteria, fungus and microbes. Mice, moles, wasps and other 
subterranean creatures have a well-established metropolis under my feet. 

Before I leave I must visit my compost piles, the true heart of my garden. The edges are frosty, but 
the center is hot. I stick my hand into the pile and bring out a handful of soil. The soil is warm and 
full of worms. These are my wild guy-gals, so named (by me) because worms are hermaphrodites.  I 
keep my domestic guy-gals in a box in my kitchen. Worms are the eighth, ninth and tenth wonders 
of the world. They break down toxins, aerate soil, fertilize earth like nobody’s business and they 
make great pets. 

I know my compost will continue to work in winter. Snow will form an insulating blanket on the 
outside. Waste will continue to break down in the warm center. Organic matter on the edges will 



break down more slowly. It will get soft and runny and slimy like a jack-o-lantern left out too long. 
They will wait in this partially digested state for spring’s warmth to finish the job. 

For most northern gardeners, there is a “growing season” with a beginning, a middle and an end. 
First you plant your garden then you tend it and then you harvest it. Then you wait for next year. If 
you compost and mulch, there is no beginning and no end. Each season blends into the next. This 
year’s plant refuse is breaking down in my compost now to build rich soil to feed next years’ plants 
which will provide leaves and stems and roots for next year’s compost to feed plants the year after. 
And so it goes, ad infinitum, with or without me. I know that if I ever stop composting in this spot, 
nature will pick up where I left off.  

For me, winter is not a time to plan a garden. Winter is a slightly altered phase of a garden. Soil is 
alive and evolving 365 days a year. It feeds on the leaves, hay and straw I hauled here and the rot of 
the garden itself. Rot is everywhere, all the time, and rot is good. I will visit the garden often in 
winter, to bring kitchen scraps to my compost and just to be there. I will hear the buzz of life rising 
out of the snow. 

 

As I walk away from the garden, I feel quite philosophical. Then I realize that I have been humming 
that Circle of Life song from the Lion King movie. That knocks me down off my high horse a bit. I go 
in, check on my indoor worms and continue my day. 

 

I come at environmental awareness from a totally intuitive place. I know we are in the midst of 
environmental crisis. I realize the problems need to be studied and quantified in a precise manner. I 
know remedies must be found. I will continue to study about the environment. But I will always 
come back to the fact that earth, whether we mean earth with a small “e” as in soil or Earth with a 
big “E” as in our planet, is a living organism and will heal itself if we just fix our mistakes and get out 
of the way. 


