Ask a Master Gardener

GARDENING DURING THE GOLDEN YEARS

By Donna Steward, Master Gardener

Q: I am not enjoying gardening as I used to; my arms get tired, my knees refuse to function, and though I enjoy my garden, I dread working in it. What can I do to keep my garden, but not send myself through the Pearly Gates trying to keep it up?
A: When I started gardening, armed with a sturdy shovel, I had the energy and enthusiasm of youth. When I struck a hidden stone, the blade of my shovel rang like a bell. I excavated drains, borders, removed unwanted trees, turned heavy compost piles, and cultivated perennials by the hundreds. I knew I could complete any gardening I desired and do it well. I hauled buckets of dirt, manure and compost, I showed no prudence or mercy as I tugged and dug three seasons each year.

The enthusiasm I still have, although it is much more carefully directed now, but the youthful energy has departed. For me the greatest recompense for diminished strength is a change in my approach to gardening. Now, I give thanks, not only for the garden, but for each new season itself. Springs left to me, may be counted on fingers nowadays, and feelings of gratitude for each new one inspires eagerness to step outside into the daylight and take pleasure in a garden landscape.

Since getting down on my knees is not as easy these days, here is some advice for gardening during the golden years:

1. If it has to be dug up in the fall, don’t plant it.

2. If it is very invasive, don’t trust it.

3. If it has to be tied up or staked, don’t plant it.

4. Forget the seeds, start with plants.

5. Mulch everything you can.

I realize those are some pretty broad statements, so let me tell you why I decided on them.

Garden Hooligans. Gardeners that have plants to give away are often getting rid of surplus invasive plants. If they have too much of a plant, that means you don’t want it. 

Seeds. Good garden centers offer more varieties of plants than you can ever use. Besides that, in the six to eight weeks it takes to get seeds started, you could have been enjoying the beauty of a mature plant. Unless you want an unusual variety that is not available as a plant, why take the time to fuss with starting seeds?

Cuttings. Why propagate from cuttings at our age? You may not live long enough to see the plant bloom. If you are itching to try your hand at propagating plants, do air layering, which will give you a rooted plant at least 1 foot tall.

Mulching. Apply mulch to conserve moisture and keep down weeds, but don’t overdo it. Keep layers 2 to 4 inches deep. Check the depth yearly and scatter new mulch to maintain. Mulching cuts down on the need to water and pull weeds. Anything that relieves us of bending and yanking helps to enjoy the garden another year. 

Staking. If plants need staking, the strenuous procedure is not for the gardener who’s hands ache and back breaks from the labor. 

The Golden Years of Gardening may mean cutting back and slowing down, but I don’t think they mean to stop gardening completely. Instead of getting out in the garden to do more work, enjoy a sit in a comfortable garden chair or a short walk outside.

For more information on these tips (practices) see

http://www.uky.edu/Ag/Horticulture/landipm/ipm/mulch.htm
http://www.ca.uky.edu/invasives/UKoutreach/
If you have gardening questions you would like to have answered by a local Master Gardener, you may call, mail or fax them to Susan Fox, Lyon County Extension Agent for Agriculture/Natural Resources, 231 Main St., PO Box 36, Eddyville, KY 42038, Phone: 270-388-2341, Fax: 270-388-4627.
