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Preface 

Being brought up a middle class suburban western person, it is not surprising 
that I have lived much of my life in gardens. As I write these words I see 
elderberry flowers, white amongst green light reflected from the foliage 
of plants from five continents. My view extends through the trees in our 
garden to the far bank of the Derwent Estuary, where giant gray death ships 
belonging to the biggest of all rogue states occasionally moor, so that their 
curiously stunted and bleached inhabitants can recreate ashore, a little way 
from their weapons of mass destruction, a long way from the gardens they 
may be too poor to possess. 

Only five kilometres from our house there is a row of colonial freestone 
wharf warehouses. On Saturday mornings Christina and I buy organic 
vegetables, organic bread and plants from people we know who run stalls in 
the open-air market in front of these buildings. 

Recently, an urban myth arose in Hobart. It went like this: 'A Quaker 
couple picked up a hitchhiker of apparent Middle Eastern descent, and 
gave liim shelter and hospitality in th~ir home. As he left the hitchhiker 
thanked them, and suggested that they avoid the Salamanca Market two 
Saturdays before Christmas. They rang the police, to apparently no effect.' 
The suicidal insanity of the once fertile crescent had visited Hobart in spirit, 
but, fortunately, not kind. 

The promised reward for participation in Jihad is Paradise, a perpetual 
walled garden, stocked with houris. Far better a paradise on earth, one in 
which people, · of both and intermediate sexes, ap.d the rest of nature can 
interact in harmony. This viewpoint has become more prevalent as offices-, 
opera houses, subways and holiday bars become fatal destinations for those 
innocent of whatever acts motivate mass_ murder. Many of those people who 
have the opportunity to do so have retreated to Paradise, their garden, in a 
search for safety, spirituality and sanity. 

I started writing this book out of curiosity. I knew that gardening was 
one of the most popular recreational activities in the rich part of the world. 
It was certainly mine. In many different countries, towns and cities I had 
observed marked variation in the arrangement and species composition of 
gardens. The variation between them was equally striking, from the palm and 
bougainvillea gardens of Suva in the tropics, to the Mediterranean gardens 
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of southern California to the rhododendron gardens of Dunedin in New 
Zealand. There was even more striking variation between gardens in the same 
place, with urban forests occurring adjacent to urban grasslands. I wanted 
to explore the causes of differences between gardens. 

I have read much of the popular and academic literature on gardens. 
The former literature is profuse; the latter sparse, but growing. Much of 
the popular writing on gardens consists of advertisements in poor disguise, 
fuel for the consumer society. However, it is not without perspectives that 
undermine consumerism, ·most notably in the written products of the new age 
and permaculture movements. The academic literature has touched on the 
patterning of vegetation within cities, the variation between socioeconomic 
groups in their perceptions of gardens and is now exploring the. ways that 
gardeners understand their gardens. However, most of it is horticultural, 
investigating better ways to create new excuses to buy plants, developing 
things to make plants grow, and creating poisons to kill the unwanted. The 
variation between domestic gardens has been more touched upon than 
explored in depth. Most histories and biographies of gardens and gardeners 
do not dwell on the ordinary domestic garden, but rather the large gardens 
of the rich and famous. In this book I dwell on small gardens created by 
unexceptional people, inasmuch as anyone is unexceptional, exceptionality 
seeming to be the norm. 

There are scientific explanations for variation in gardens. These can be 
seen in the many excellent books that provide color photographs of the garden 
plants of particular regions and countries; as in a blackened sun symbol for a 
shade lover, or a number for a climatic zone. However, the scientific ecology 
of gardens cannot explain the profuse variety of gardens in one place. There 
are social, economic, political, spiritual a~d cultural ecologies that operate 
within the constraints of scientific ecology to result in the topiarized box 
next door. There are thus many ecologies of paradise, all of which may be 
relevant to variation between domestic gardens. 

Approach to understanding may be enough in itself; indeed, experience 
teaches me that no more than an approach is ever possible. However, in 
writing books about gardens it is considered bad form to hover too much 
above practicalities- poetry and pictorial art are the media for out-of-body 
experiences. For this reason my chapter on the scientific ecology of gardens 
is designed to give the reader an opportunity to develop a perspective on 
the interactions berween garden plants and their environment that might 
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help them avoid silly ecological mistakes. Another chapter might help the 
reader to avoid silly financial mistakes - gardening does not need to cost 
the earth, unless one is into totally instant gratification. Most of the chapters 
are practically useless, but, hopefully, have some redeeming features. 

Being a geographer and ecologist by professions, I have been strongly 
influenced by both the physically finite nature of the human habitat and the 
almost infinite diversity that can be produced within it. I se·e economics as an 
interesting behavioural abnormality of one of the many mammal species on a 
small planet. I see beauty lying in the harmony of cycles, not the exponential 
curve of economic growth, in interaction not conquest. I would like to think 
that gardens encourage growth in connections and diversity, not commodity 
production; that they are, rather than are consumed. However, consumed 
they are, and such consumption cannot be ignored as a cause of variation 
in gardens. 

It is hard not to use plant names in a book about gardens. There are 
two types of plant names: common names and scientific names. As sweet as 
a rose is under any name, there do not seem to ·be any other names except 
Rosa, which is close enough. In the few sweet cases in which the english 
common name closely approximates the scientific name, one can use either 
or both on the basis of whimsy and still have some hope of communication. 
There are problems with other plants. Problem number one is that scientific 
names are relatively stable through space, but not time. At present something 
called Leucadendron argenteum in its native South Mrica is also called 
Leucadendron argenteum elsewhere in the world. Unfortunately, a bizarre 
collection oflegalistic rules and increasing understanding of variation in plants 
can lead to relatively frequent scientific name changes. In the thirty years 
that I have been working on the plant ecology of Tasmania one species has 
had. its name changed from Hypolaena lateriflora to Calorophus lateriflorus 
to Empodisma minus. It looks exactly the same. Sometimes names ping
pong, as in Ozothamnus turbinatus to Helichrysum paralium to Ozothamnus 
turbinatus. The second problem is that common names tend to be stable in 
time, but highly variable in space. Eucalyptus pauciflora can be called snow 
gum, ·white sallee or cabbage gum, depending on where you were brought 
up. The third problem is that many species do not have common names. 
Faced with all the above, I have created a plant species index. It gives a 
common name for all scientific names in the text and a scientific name for 
all common names in the text. 
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CHAPTER! 

Out of control! 
A personal ecology of gardens 

Moongalong 

My maternal grandfather was a professional soldier. The Colonel, as my father 
called him (he was actually a Brigadier), was one of a large family that lived 
off a small farm near Ballarat in Victoria, Australia. I know little of his life as 
a child, and only slightly more of his peripatetic adult life in the Australian 
army. Parts of this latter knowledge are sufficiently unpleasant to have made 
me determined never to follow this employment path. My intersection with 
the life of the Colonel occurred after his retirement from the armed forces, 
when he and my grandmother lived on three acres in the small town of 
Macedon, then about one hour's drive north of the city of Melbqurne, in 
which I lived as a child. 

A brass plate on a wire gate identified my grandparents' place a~ 
'Moongalong'. A three-metre tall cypress hedge, painstakingly geometrically 
pruned, separated Moongalong from a dirt road, paralleled in turn by the 
railway.line that connected Melbourne with rural places to the north. When 
I stayed there in the nineteen-fifties the comforting sound of sleeper and rail 
disturbed by mechanical behemoths was more frequent than the whine and 
bang of the internal combustion engine. Koalas occasionally consumed the 
foliage of the large manna gums that spread over the rough ground between 
manicured hedge and potholed road. Their discordant grunts could be heard 
at night, in concert with the aggressive squeals of quarrelling possums. In 
the mornings I was awoken by the bell-flute song of the magpie. 

My grandparents' garden was partly formal, partly utilitarian and 
partly wasteland. The formal component appealed to me the least. I used to 
wonder why my grandfather and mother spent interminable minutes in close 
examination of the performances of rhododendron, azalea and camellia within 
their regimented and well-mulched beds, that sat in turn within smooth, 
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thick lawns lacking any hint of chaos. Yet, the margins of the formal garden, 
although enhedged, were not as disciplined, with deciduous and coniferous 
trees and shrubs in naturalistic arrangements that created some impression 
of wildness and mystery. 

My grandfather was a conservative man. He always voted right. When I 
·was a child, the conservative party in Australia was inappropriately called the 
Liberals (it is now called Labor), and our seemingly permanent prime minister 
in a double-breasted suit was the ample, cultured regophile Bob Menzies. The 
government of Bob was bellicose, in a cold -war way, but not particularly keen 
on providing comfortable pensions for those who had risked their lives for 
king and country in two very warm world wars. Consequently, the Colonel 
returned to his roots, growing gladioli and strawberries for the Melbourne 
markets. A large part of the three acres of Moongalong was devoted to this 
smallholding activity, and to the production of vegetables, fruits, chooks and 
eggs for domestic consumption. My grandfather would arise at dawn, only 
to return to the house for sustenance when darkness prevailed again. In his 
spare time he was involved in local government. He was largely responsible 
for bringing in tree-preservation orders for his shire, which contained the 
well-treed country homes of some of the richest people in Australia. 

Grandmother and cousin at Moongalong 
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For me, the highlights of the utilitarian part of the garden were the 
compost heaps and the musty sheds; with their shelves of quiescent gladioli 
tubers and arrayed rusty implements. Like the hedges, the compost heaps 
were sharp-edged. My grandfather simply piled all waste organic matter 
within retaining planks over a metre tall, creating a rectangular space. When 
an enclosure was full he would reconstruct it in geometric alignment with 
the old heap, which was left to decay until it produced compost suitable for 
the garden. The process of decay of organic matter took some time, but 
compost it did. While composting, it provided habitat for a wide variety of 
small creatures including children and the jack jumper. 

Australia is the ant capital of the world. This dry, flat and infertile 
continent has the greatest variety of ants of any equivalent area on the globe. 
Most of these ants inoffensively collect miniscule portions of plant and animal 
food, and present no threat to people, apart from the flavour of formic acid 
in food. However, a subset of ant species is both well-armed and aggressive. 
The archetype of such species is the jack jumper, an aggressive killer less than 
half a centimetre long. Many people are so allergic to its excessively painful 
bite that the choice is antihistamines or death. If one is so unfortunate, or 
stupid, to stand on the entrance to an underground nest occupied by this 
species, a boiling mass of leaping, snapping mandibles will emerge to make 
the next few moments singularly unpleasant. Single, foraging jack jumpers 
will indulge in a leap and bite if you offend their sensibilities. They have a 
strict code of etiquette. 

The presence of jack jumpers, and the only marginally less aggressive and 
painful bull ants, on the compost heaps gave games in their midst an extra 
frisson compared to the possibilities in suburban Melbourne, where the most 
dangerous organism was another boy. The pain of ant bites could be subdued 
by the application of a wet blue bag. Blue bags were used to whiten clothes, 
being dangled in coppers to this end. They may well be extinct today, along 
with coppers. The only other cure I know of equal efficacy is the white juice 
of a bracken root, an arcane remedy taught to me while not working on a 
forestry road gang. Onion juice is also moderately effective. 

One of the delights of the working garden at Moongalong was the 
possibility of foraging for ripe fruit. The only gooseberry I have ever enjoyed 
was picked super ripe from a prickly bush in that garden, and the strawberries 
of yore bore little resemblance to the bright red cardboard constructions 
sold under the same name today. 



Chook concentration camps were not established in Australia in the 
fifties. Roast chicken was a luxury meal. When we ate roast chicken at 
Moongalong it was a special occasion, not least because the connection 
between our carnivorous repast and a previously sentient being, via axe, 
defeathering and gutting, had been all too apparent. My grandparents were 
not overly sentimental about animals, although fond of them. My grandfather 
regularly drowned the litters of the large number of cats that acted as bionic 
mousing devices, and dogs were ruthlessly disposed of if they exhibited any 
propensity to chase either chickens, or the stock in the adjacent fields. 

While the delights of the productive garden were considerable, the 
wasteland was the favoured place for children, whether within the dark 
recesses of the cypress hedges, up in the branches of the surviving eucalypts 
or in amongst the locusts in the long grass. A small pond next door contained 
much wriggly life, some of which could be induced to turn into frogs in 
captivity. The bush was no~ far away. In one of my favourite places eucalypts 
grew through the rusted remnants of machinery that was once used to distil 
oils from the leaves of their parents. 

When I was a young adult, my grandparents became too frail to maintain 
Moongalong, and moved close to my parents in the suburbs of Melbourne. 
My grandfather continued to garden until dying in his mid-eighties, but never 
fully made the adjustment from the day-rich soils of Macedon to the deep 
grey sands ofBentleigh. He inherited a lemon tree which produced gigantic 
fruit, and continued to produce vegetables. Soon after my grandfather died, 
my grandmother, who I knew as Nan-Nans, decided to exert some authority 
on the garden, perhaps as a reaction to being housebound· for such a long 
time. Nan-Nans caused to be felled a substantial tree in the front garden, then 
replaced it with a virgilia, much to the horror of my mother. Moongalong, 
and Macedon as it was, only survive in my dreams. The house and garden 
were destroyed in a bush fire, and Macedon has been suburbanized. The 
other garden of my childhood has had a better fate to date. 

Tucker Road 

Three years before Queen Elizabeth ascended the throne of Great Britain, 
and thus Australia, my parents, Rarry and Betty, my brother, Drew, our 
cat, Rusty, and four-year-old I moved from a flat in the seaside suburb of 
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Elwood to our own wooden house on a quarter-acre block on the outskirts of 
suburbia. The suburb had an Aboriginal name, Moorabbin. However, in the 
early fifties there was little in Moorabbin that would have been familiar to its 
indigenous people, who had inhabited rolling sand heaths dotted with forest 
copses and wetlands. My father used to recount that, on his first morning 
in the kitchen at Tucker Road, he was dazzled by reflections from windows, 
walls and roofs emerging from newly subdivided market gardens. My mother 
set to work in a garden which consisted of coarse grass, an occasional white 
daisy bush and a smallliquidambar. 

By the time I left home, fourteen years later, it was difficult to see another 
house through the shrubs and trees, which were underlain by a profusion 
of flowering bulbs and herbs and interspersed with tongues of lawns like 
bowling greens. The skeletons of several much-loved cats lay beneath the 
soil surface. 

Soon after I left home my parents developed territorial urges, eventually 
annexing the two houses to the south. A new house and swimming pool 

Myselj; Drew and Rusty at Tucker Road 1950 

Same personnel minus Rusty, late 50s in the back yard 
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were built in the collective backyards and the garden extended to embrace 
them. The garden was and is my mother's vocation. She was relieved when 
she no longer had to undertake paid work and delighted when the move to 
Tucker Road enabled her to devote her considerable energies to creating an 
earthly paradise, aided by a part-time lawn manager, my father. She planted 
for the long term, slow growing camellias and rhododendrons, reminiscent of 
Moongalong, lining the paling fences. I remember her as being particularly 
fond of a rather sickly daphne in the bed outside the sunroom, the flowering 
cherry that provided an obstacle for our backyard cricket and a lemon tree 
that we religiously irrigated with our urine, to excellent effect. A claret ash 
that refused to claret was a great disappointment, but was never removed. 

In the early days, when my parents were struggling to pay off their house 
loan, there was some major emphasis on productive plants, with a vege.table 
garden and numerous fruit trees. My brother and I were relieved when the 
ascerbic rhubarb was eventually defeated by a closing canopy, but less pleased 
when the nectarines reached the end of their short lives. A Santa Rosa plum 
and a fig tree survive from the earliest plantings, their fruit now consumed 
by possums and birds attracted into the urban forest, rather than by boys. 
The only useful fruit tree in my parents' present garden is an ancient orange 
planted by their ex-next-door neighbours, the Rippers. Two new vegetable 
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patches are of the no dig variety, one on concrete left from an old shed in 
the ex-backyard of an annexed house. 

Like my grandparents at Moongalong, my parents loved the bush, but 
did not see the domestic garden as a fit setting for native plants. However, 
their resolve against gardening nativism weakened with some nagging from 
their progeny, and several native trees were planted over the years. The first 
was a seedling of manna gum, dug up from Macedon. This quickly turned 
into a magnificent tree ideal for climbing. The realized propensity of manna 
gums to drop considerable branches at unexpected times ultimately led to its 
demise. An angophora, a willow myrtle, a macadamia nut tree and a Nichol's 
peppermint that also insinuated their way into the garden still survive, 
although not all without problems. The peppermint betrayed its advertising 
as a small tree, necessitating numerous truncations to preserve light to the 
swimming pool, the botto.m of which it undesirably decorated with tannin 
from dead leaves. The angophora, if anything, was more unexpectedly 
vigorous, towering over the front drive and occasionally pruned by the 
electricity authorities. The willow myrtle decided to develop rot in the base 
of its substantial branches, threatening the sleepout. Only the macadamia, 
as befits a rainforest tree, has been relatively well-behaved, its dense round 
crown making it masquerade as ~ exotic in a bed rich in rhododendrons 
and azaleas. This tree gave great pleasure to my children, who, when visiting 
their grandparents, would spend happy hours as gatherers with two bricks 
and the hard macadamia nuts. They also enjoyed climbing the willow myrtle, 
unfortunately not large enough for this activity when I was a child. 

The favorite place for my children was the wildest corner of the original 
garden, a tiny patch of lawn surrounded by dense foliage. This corner had 
a convenient table, a mushroom-shaped breathing outlet for the original 
sewerage system, which replaced the collection of ordure-filled cans before 
we moved into the house. 

When I was a small child the corner was the location of a pumpkin patch 
inhabited by rabbits. The rabbits' occupation of the garden was brief. Our 
next door neighbour, Mr. Ripper, unleashed his ferrets on their warren. Post 
pumpkin patch, in one of my first, and most unwelcome, gardening exploits, 
I inserted an acorn into the soil of the bed adjacent to the then clearing. To 
my delight, and the horror of my mother, the acorn produced a vigorously 
growing oak seedling, which she cut back each year for several decades until 
it finally succumbed to her hostility. 
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Part of the product of annexation, with ~onie and Alistair, early 1980s 

Married in Melbourne 

My singular lack of success in convincing my mother of the joys of nativism 
and large trees on small blocks did not prevent me from living at home until 
the age of twenty, when I was in the .third year of a Bachelor of Arts course 
at Melbourne University. At this singularly unripe age I married Sue, the 
daughter of Bill and Fay Jackson ofBurwood, an eastern suburb of Melbourne, 
exactly twenty minutes' drive .away from my home in Moorabbin. 

Bill and Fay both gardened. The centrepiece of their front garden was a 
large Australian rainforest tree with pinkish-purple fruits, the lilly-pilly. They 
had eliminated the lawn, replacing it with rustically hardened surfaces, a fish 
pond and numerous flowering herbs and shrubs, including a profusion of 
petunias. Garden tales at Burwood included the sad fate of a sewerage pipe 
breaching willow and the attacks on property-bordering trees made by a 
neighbour whose garden was a model of treeless rectitude. 

The first house that Sue and I owned was an Edwardian beach shack 
situated near the rear of an elongated, rectangular block in Black Rock near 
the Half Moon Bay beach on Port Phillip Bay. Black Rock, although 18 km 
from the city centre, was now well distant from the edge of Melbourne. 
The modest shack was now starting to become hemmed in by heavy brick 
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monuments to material success, although Bent Parade still had its share of 
less impressive_, older-constructions. 

The garden consisted of buffalo grass, couch, the rampant pampas lily, 
some mirror bushes and two large Western Australian flowering gums. The 
large nuts on these trees afforded shelter to substantial spiders who would 
periodically pop their abdomens alarmingly from their outlets. 

At last I could fully exercise my propensities towards nativism 
and wilderness restoration, which had been reinforced by my honours 
specialization in plai:lt geography. During my honours year I had coaxed 
my old Holden sedan up almost every forest track in the Otway Ranges, 
searching for Tasmanian blue gum, the subject of my thesis. While working 
in the Otways I stayed in a remote bush shack with an invalid pensioner, 
Lloyd, who worked tirelessly on his rusty collection ofWillys motor vehicles 
and Harley-Davidson motorbikes. His mechanical skills were much valued, as 
I ha,d to have my car revived several times after breakdown on rough tracks 
unsuitable for a city vehicle. 

Lloyd suggested that I might be able to stay with another hermit in 
the Otways. This hermit was domiciled near Johanna Vale, a substantial 
drive from Lloyd's forest-clearing dwelling at Peters Hill. The hermit lived 
in a decaying but substantial wooden farmhouse situated in the midst of a 
senescent apple orchard, with cats for company. 

I inadvertently made a bad start in establishing a productive personal 
relationship with the Johanna Vale hermit, who took strong exception to the 
'No Conscripts for Vietnam' sticker on my back windscreen, advancing the 
considered opinion that those who did not want to fight for their country · 
should. be shot. I placated him by suggesting that it would be rude of me 
to remove a sticker from a now ex-friend's car, even though my grandfather 
was a Brigadier who fought in two world wars, and was welcomed into the 
house. The many rooms and hallways were filled with boxes of over-ripe, 
wrinkling apples. Only in the centre of the kitchen was there any substantial 
space. In the midst of this space was a wooden table covered with a palimpsest 
of newspaper and refugee food fragments. This was the hermit's eating 
place and bed. My bed was one of those sagging wire torture devices with a 
decaying kapok mattress, the stagnant surrounding air filled with the ripeness 
of apples and cloying house dust. I departed into the mist next morning with 
two kittens, otherwise destined for drowning, an excess of over-ripe apples, 
a sore back and a bad attack of asthma. 
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The road back to Peters Hill from Johanna Vale had recently been 
subjected to some recreational bulldozing which had dislodged substantial 
clods containing the foliage and root systems of the heath vegetation that 
grew on the local grey sands. These clods replaced over-ripe apples in the 
boot, and I headed back to Black Rock with my booty. 

The clods became my heath garden, situated in the middle of the lawn, 
from which I assiduously weeded all exotics. This garden produced, from 
seed, tuber and rhizome, a satisfactory diversity of flowering native plants, 
even includiqg red and sticky-leaved carnivores. A blue gum seedling that I 
had rescued from a roadside near Peters Hill was planted near the front fence. 
I found the straight concrete driveway rather boring, so, while leaving the 
concrete intact through inability to conceive how to get rid of it, I created a 
·curved drive, with native shrubs and trees preventing linear ingress or egress. 
I got as many native shrubs and trees as I could pirate, grow or afford to buy 
and planted them chaotically, and often inappropriately, to fill the garden. 
It is probably not a good idea to plant forest trees that grow to 40 metres 
against a paling fence in suburbia, and Cootamundra wattles do not do very 
well in dense shade. 

If! loved my trees and shrubs, so did the local native invertebrates, who 
may have been tiring of a diet of roses and silver birches. I was constantly 
pulling apart apical leaves that had been sewn together to enable cosy 
munching and attempting to eradicate colonies of the voracious sawfly larvae. 
The preciousness of the nativeness of sawfly larvae did not compensate for 
their appearance and habits. They look like large, black and particularly slimy 
leeches, and have an overdeveloped social instinct, assembling in writhing 
balls on small branches during their daylight hours of rest. I found their 
communal spitting of yellow goo when disturbed less than charming, while 
readily perceiving its value in repelling predators. Being ecologically aware, 
I only attacked them with pyrethrum, which they found stimulating but 
sublethal. The trees quickly recovered outside saw fly season. 

Our neighbours had completely different gardening styles from mine. 
Seawards we had a garden that consisted of dog holes, adventitious weeds 
and elaborate constructions of wire and uprights that enabled worldwide 
radio communication. Inland we had the classic anal retentive garden with 
·manicured lawns, concrete edges and little else. The seaward neighbours only 
inconvenienced us to the extent that we grieved for the Johanna Vale kittens, 
both munched to death well before their primes by the seaward samoyed. 
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The landward neighbour regarded our garden as an act of aggression. His 
recent life had been devoted to repelling the advances of fallen leaves and the 
rhizomes of the pampas lily. We were not only establishing new sources of 
leaves right on his boundary, but were also notably negligent in our control 
of pampas lily, regarding weeding as a lesser virtue than planting. 

Two houses landward in Bent Parade there was a tangled, but weeded 
and controlled, garden owned by two middle-aged new Australians from 
Germany. They showed us the native orchids that had survived in their garden 
beds, and introduced us to the exotic foliage and edible fruit of the rnpnstera, 
which made tropically exotic an arbor beneath which they drank brewed 
coffee. They gave me a German wildflower black and white picture book, 
which I still possess. At the time I wondered why anyone would want to take 
photographs of weeds, but now appreciate both the art and the plants. 

Mother in no-dig vegetable garden, early noughties 



The ideological part of my brain had been subverted by many of the 
social currents of the late sixties and early seventies. Sue, while not totally 
immune, was more grounded in the existing society. I deci~ed that I was an 
anarchist, being attracted to the nexus between power and responsibility and 
the personal freedom this political stance promised, while exercising very 
little emotional responsibility in my own relationships. My anarchist and 
intellectual friends were shocked when I married, expressing their disapproval 

· by unseemly behaviour at the wedding reception, only rivalled by that of 
my then-alcoholic uncle. The more I was married, the more I longed for 
the apparent freedom, intellectual vigour and political activity I saw in their 
lives, and the less I was attracted to the middle-class vision of my future that 
was modeled by parents. . 

Soon after finishing my honours year I left Sue and the garden at Black 
Rock for the free single student life in the then unfashionable and cheap, 
but now expensive, Victorian suburb of Carlton, which was directly adjacent 
to Melbourne University. I moved into the top of a gardenless typewriter 
shop, which I shared with two other students, then to a detached house 
further north in Carlton which I shared with a larger number of friends of 
an anarchist bent. While enjoying the socializing and political demonstrating 
I experienced some of the downsides of a student anarchist household, such 
as the difficulty of hanging on to such simple possessions as your lunch and 
the disease hazards that result when your comrades lend out your bed to a 
local homeless alcoholic while you are away in the bush. 

The collective household was not heavily i,nto home hygiene, and less 
into gardens, despite its embracing ofth~ eco-anarchism of Murray Bookchin. 
The front garden consisted of a very long lawn, a meadow garden without 
the flowers. The back consisted of concrete, rusting mechanical things and 
dog faeces. My urge to plant native trees was sufficiently strong to induce 
me to devote some time to this exerc~se, and the house became the only one 
in Carlton with mealy-box eucalypts in the front yard. 

In 1969 I was supposed to begin the process of paying off the scholarship 
that gave me a comfortable time during my first degree, by doing a Diploma 
of Education. The remaining price was to work off my bond by teaching for 
three years anywhere the Victorian Department of Education saw fit to send 
me. This seemed to me a terrible fate at the time, although not as horrific as 
winning the lottery that decided which 18-year-olds were to be conscripted 
and sent to be shot at in Vietnam, a lottery that I had luckily lost four 
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years previously. I postponed the horrors of Dip. Ed. for a year by gaining 
a scholarship to undertake a Masters by Research. The Masters involved 
collecting specimens and seed from blue gum populations throughout its 
full range, which extended from northern New South Wales to sou~ern 
Tasmania, in order to work out its taxonomy, understand its distribution 
and determine the way that the species varied. My old Holden was about to 
be put through ano~er ordeal by country road. 

Sue and I had not totally broken off contact while I immersed myself in 
the role of an anarchist. We decided that we would trial being together again 
by travelling to collect eucalypts. We managed to borrow a one person tent, 
which turned out to leak, and a large lilo, which did likewise, and headed 
north. The first night fell on us in Beechworth, consuming a cheap counter 
tea and numerous glasses of beer. In a happy, but fuzzy, state we drove off 
into the forest looking for somewhere to set up our tent. After some driving, 
and not inconsiderable argument on the relative suitability of potential. 
camping sites, I randomly drove off the road verge, we erected the tent, the 
lilo was blown up and we went to sleep. We woke up almost suffocated by 
a sagging tent, on rocky. uneven ground unmoderated by the deflated lilo, 
listening to the passing cars and trucks. For the next four months we lived 
not knowing on which bit of ground our lilo would deflate at night. One 
night, before it had fully deflated, we woke up floating. We had unknowingly 
set up our tent in the dark in a part of the bottom of a quarry that formed 
a stream during rain. 

The old car was very brave. Having almost run out of our limited money 
supply we drove for three weeks when the car would only start if we rolled 
it down steep hills, until not even the steepest slope activated the dying 
starter motor. For two other weeks we drove with a regular, nasty mechanical 
bang, which revealed itself as a disengaging differential by falling off many 
kilometres from the nearest settlement in Kosciusko National Park. Below 
the Barrington Tops I got the car stuck in the middle of a bouldery stream 
I was attempting to get it to ford. It was a three-hour walk to get help. All 
the collecting of eucalypts and camping started the development of a rich 
humic soil in the area from which we had removed the back seat of the car. 
All the shaking on country roads loosened its seams, allowing the ingress of 
rain into the car as well as the tent. By the time the field work finished, and 
we returned to Melbourne, we had a back-seat wild garden. 

The cessation of a randomly nomadic lifestyle was a bit of a shock. We 
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decided to rent a house in Carlton near the anarchist house I had lived in 
before we left Melbourne, rather than return to Black Rock. The house was 
a single-storeyed Victorian terrace with a tiny concrete front garden and a 
slightly larger and marginally less concrete back garden which contained a 
small square lawn and a desultory scattering of exotic shrubs and trees. My 
only gardening activity in the time we lived there was to cut the lawn with 
a pair of scissors before inspection by the real estate agent. However, I was 
i~pressed by the adjacent Italian-immigrant garden, every bit of which was 
devoted to the growth of fruits, vegetables and vines. One of the other 

" neighbours, an old lady, devoted her house and garden to innumerable chooks 
and cats, a subset of which slept on her bed at night. She told Sue that the 
chooks refused to sleep un.til she sang them 'silent night'. 

Sue and I had our first child, Nonie, in 1970. We had moved back to 
Black Rock when Sue became pregnant, early in that year. We were not to 
gain the 40 metre tall fruits of our planting labours on the garden, as on 
January 11972 we moved to Hobart, Tasmania where I had gained the post 
of Lecturer in Geography at the University of Tasmania. The Black Rock 
house was sold to Sue's brother, Roger, who immediately restraightened 
the driveway and otherwise tidied the garden. The tidy neighbour breathed 
a sigh of relief. After Roger sold the house, a brick monument to success 
replaced both house and garden. 

North Hobart 

The first house that Sue and I both owned and lived in, in Hobart, was 
a two-storey, 30-square, Victorian stone place with an outside toilet and 
shower on a small block on a steep hill in North Hobart on the corner of 
Warwick St. and Paternoster Row. North Hobart was the closest equivalent 
to Carlton that could be found in our small new city. It was a mixture of 
decaying grand dwellings, largely used as boarding houses, Victorian workers' 
cottages, industry and commerce. The house on the hill above us was as 
grand a dwelling as ours, but with a larger block and a mature, if neglected, 
garden. The owners used a sheep to keep the grass down. Our Siamese cat, 
Mishi, leaped back five paces and hissed on her first view of this threatening 
animal. On the top of the hill there was an imposing church, with the most 
discordant bells in the southern hemisphere. Over the hill, in an Italianate 
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mansion, owned by St Vincent de Paul, succour and shelter was provided to 
the male flotsam and jetsam of Hobart society. A different sort of succour 
was provided by an establishment below us, a classical Australian public 
house of the time, with tiles covering the bar walls to enable easy cleaning 
of the fruits of dissipation and alcohol-induced conflict. Our stone wall and 
the flat lawn behind it were vital resting places on the uphill trek between 
the pub and St Vincent de Pauls. 

Insensi"tive to the needs of the lumpenproletariat, I once more engaged 
on my eucalypt-planting mission. In my last year at Melbourne University I 
had visited Suggan Buggan, a non-town in a remote dry valley surrounded 
by cliffs in the far east ofVictoria, in order to investigate a supposed hybrid 
between the blue gums I was working on for my PhD and the Tingiringi 
gum. This supposed hybrid turned out to be an undescribed species that, still 
in anarchist mode, I wanted to call Eucalyptus kropotkinii. Unfortunately, my 
co-author, and the referees of the paper that was to erect the species, were 
sufficiently diffident about this name to force a change to Eucalyptus saxatilis, 
the specific epithet referring to rocks, its favoured habitat. To establish that 
it was a new species I had grown seedlings in a glasshouse at the University 
of Tasmania. I ecologically appropriately planted quite a few of these above 
the rock wall that separated the Warwick St. house from the footpath. The 
other inhabitants of North Hobart were not as fond of eucalypts as me, and 
engaged in sporadic seedling pulling. However, I had plenty of reserves and, 
in a few years, my new species was well into the process of disintegrating 
the rock wall with its searching, strong roots, and its beautiful blue-green. 
canopies were arching out over the footpath. 

The native trees and shrubs I planted around the stone mansion did not 
require much water, once established. This is supposed to be a virtue in an 
excessively dry contirient. Unfortunately, st~ne mansion builders in the 1880s 
were not strongly into foundations, or damp courses. The soil on which the 
house was built had a yellow clay B horizon. Clay expands upon wetting and 
contracts upol?- drying. The cessation of nurturing of lawn through frequent 
watering led to substantial contraction, which, in turn, led to some wallpaper
ripping cracks in our formal dining room. Not having either the resources or 
the skills necessary to maintain the house, and influenced by the romance of 
rural retreating, Sue and I decided to move to a more rustic locale. 
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Fern tree 

Small cities, such as Hobart, have the great advantage of combining access 
to rusticity with reasonable travel times to work. We bought a large red-brick 
house on three acres in Ferntree, only ten minutes drive from the University 
of Tasmania. In the days of horses and buggies Ferntree was a mountain 
retreat for the citizens of Hobart. It was now an established suburb. Drifting 
mist, torrential rain and occasional snow falls characterize its climate, which 
encourages the type of garden that is rich in rhododendrons, camellias and 
other rainforest plants. Ferntree is embedded in bush dominated by extremely 
tall eucalypts. These have an understorey of large-leaved small trees and ferns. 
Although more often than not dripping wet, in a severely dry summer this 
bush can burn, and does. In the great fire of 1967 half of the buildings in 
Ferntree oxidized rather rapidly and somewhat randomly. The wooden St. 
Raphaels Church, nestled in among tall eucalypts, survived. Across the road, 
the hotel, surrounded by lawn and car park, was burned to the ground. 

The house we bought was saved by luck, the dense growth of 
uninflammable exotics that surrounded it, and a neighbour. A shed full of 
paint exploded, the bush on the block was partially burned and several exotic 
trees and shrubs were singed. When we moved into the house, nine years after 
1967, the great fire was not forgotten. Its legacy included the affordability of 
the house, dead trees and a sprinkler system newly established on the roof. 

Access to the house, which was at the back of the block, was gained 
along a long, meandering, and ultimately circular, dirt drive, which never 
ceased to give me proprietary pleasure. The two acres most remote from the 
house were covered with tall eucalypt forest with an understorey of blanket 
leaf, a small tree that I loved for its spreading form ~d its furry, blue green 
leaves. The garden was rich in mudstone rock walls, spring bulbs, soft lawn, 
rainforest plants, rhododendrons and deciduous trees, all placed to create 
pleasing prospects from anywhere in the house and garden. We awoke in 
our bedroom on the second floor to see the sun rise through mist and the ' 
white trunks and sparse foliage of tall swamp gums. Native rainforest trees 
and shrubs were visible from the window of the small alcove under the stairs 
that I used as a study. I thought that this was as close to Paradise as I was 
likely to get. 

In the context of this garden the planting of eucalypts was a redundant. 
activity. Keeping the large lawns short, weeding the few herb beds, fighting 
with blackberries, and tidying up the aftermath of the fire consumed almost 
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all of my gardening time that was not used for contemplation. However, I did 
manage to obtain some seedlings of Tasmanian rainforest trees not already 
in the garden and planted these, mostly in inappropriate places. Towards 
the end of our occupation of the house at Fern tree, after our second child, 
Alistair, was born, we decided to establish a vegetable garden, which failed 
through the agencies of animal grazing and lack of fertility. We had a dog, 
Flossie, who collected empty flower pots as a hobby, and, still, our Siamese 
cat, Mishi, who refused to go outside in the frequent bad weather, with 
malodorous consequences. We briefly ventured into ducks, but could not 
keep them alive. 

In 1979, Sue, Nonie and Alistair moved to Melbourne. The house and 
garden at Fern tree were sold to Peter Dombrovskis, one of the best wilderness 
photographers in the world, who had lived as a child just down the road. 
In his photography Peter celebrated the garden-like Gondw~an vegetation 
of alpine and rainforest Tasmania. In his garden he did likewise, but also 
became addicted to the arc.hitectural aesthetic qualities of rhododendron, 
hosta and large-leaved gunneras, all embedded in an expanded system of 
drystone walling. 

Ferntree) not burning at the time 
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Sandy Bay 

I moved to a half house with a small, neglected garden close to the University. 
For eight months I shared the half house with a woman who actually had 
some experience in successful vegetable gardening. We productively converted 
a tired lawn into rows and mounds of vegetables, much to the amusement 
of the Pink Floyd-besotted nocturnal youths who lived in the other half of · 
the house. One morning I was happily weeding the vegetable beds when 
one of a group of people with short hair and shiny polyester suits asked rrie 
what was I growing. The Drug Squad was making a less than social call. Soon 
after the police visited us again to report that they h~d ensnared a youth 
secreting in curtilage, which turned out to mean that they had nabbed him 
in the bushes outside our bedroom window. 

A few months after my previous partner left the half house, the eyes of 
a strikingly beautiful, alternatively-dressed woman and I engaged for long 
seconds as I left the Union Bar on Friday night. Early in 1980 Christina, her 
son Eldon and several cats that were part of her breeding program, moved 
in with me. The breeding line has died out, Eldon is now adult and living 
in Melbourne, and Christina and I still live together. Christina, like me, had 
gardeners among her forebears. Her equivalent of Moongalong was her 
grandmother's house in Waikanae on the North Island of New Zealand. 

Christina, Eldon and I did not dwell long in the half house. The youths 
next door developed a fondness for nocturnal drumming and we suffered flea 
and cockroach plagues. With the money I gained from the collapse of the 
University superannuation scheme, I was able to buy a small house with a 
tiny garden in Randall Street, Sandy Bay. The house was old, run down and 
primitive, with a now pleasantly familiar outside toilet. The garden largely 
consisted of the rubble that remained from converting its previously large 
garden into units, a bit of lawn and a few exotic shrubs and small trees. 

I, as was my now traditional wont, threw myself wholeheartedly into 
creating a chaotic, largely ·native garden on a tired, exotic-dominated 
template, with little regard for the tastes of my partner or anyone else. We 
had only one neighbour, apart from the primary school. As I worked on 
my garden, she was creating hers. Her excellent taste inclined to floriferous 
exotic herbs and roses. Her distaste for native plants was so extreme that her 
admiration for my flowering wonga vine turned to horror when I informed 
her it was native. Such gardening purism was not rare, and not confined to 
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those devoted to exotics. An academic I knew at the time ripped out a diosma 
from his garden when he learned that it was not an Australian native. 

My devotion to nativism had tempered to some degree. Among a 
profusion of native shrubs and trees I also planted a gingko, a New Zealand 
red beech, some dwarf roses and a purple-flowering bougainvillea. Eldon 
grew an oak from an acorn collected from· the Botanical Gardens. To get 
a quick screen over the less than attractive units, I planted Tasmanian 
blue gums along ~e fence. They grew at a rate of 2 m per annum. I had 
intended to remove them once th~ slower-growing shrubs planted between 
them had grown to a sufficient height, but this task was left to the next 
owner of the house. 

Lower Sandy Bay 

I planned to stay a lifetime in all the houses I had owned, and planted or 
tended gardens with this in mind. I had yet to exceed three years at any one 
house, and had seen two of my gardens destroyed by subsequent owners. 
The problem with the garden at Randall Street was that it was so tiny that 
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there was litde to do once shrubs and trees were planted. I needed the 
moving meditation of gardening to keep my mental equilibrium in the face 
of the consequences of my personal-life decisions and a progressively more 
demanding job. I started to desultorily inspect the real estate pages in the 
local paper. 

One winter morning in 1983 I decided that I desperately needed 
some fresh bread for breakfast, so set off to negotiate a way through the 
dog droppings on the footpath between our house and the corner shop. I 
purchased ·a newspaper with the bread, after admiring a tasteful hot dog flag 
that someone had placed on top of an impressively pyramidal dog output 
pile. While I consumed the prize of my gathering activity, I idly perused 
the real estate section, alert as always for the manifestation of a false estate 
heading. Christina had left for work when I noticed an advertisement for a 
house on half an acre in Sandy Bay at a ridiculously low price. I immediately 
contacted the agent who suggested that I have a quick look at the ·house 
from the outside, then recontact him. I fell in love with the .tall Norfolk 
Island pines, the verandah-girded Edwardian wooden house and the view 
over the Derwent to South Arm. My love was not lessened by the prospect 
of innumerable house repairs, including a sagging living room ceiling patched 
with concrete and rotting verandah boards. The house was liveable and 
beautiful and the garden was large with many old fruit trees and lots of space 
in which to create. I dragged Christina from the school where she worked 
and we signed the contract that afternoon. 

We moved into the house in October 1983, soon after innumerable 
bulbs pushed their leaves through the weeds in the neglected garden beds 
and the deciduous trees were beginning to leaf. The garden that had been 
created by the previous occupants had been justly much admired in its prime. 
The beds adjacent to the curving footpath to the back of the house had been 
planted to provide colour and fragrance throughout the year. Old varieties of 
bush roses, lachenalias, lilies of the valley, snow drops, hyacinths, daffodils, 
jonquils, grape hyacinths, japonicas, agapanthus, mock orange, Jersey lily 
and plumbago among many others successively revealed their glories to the 
relevant senses. Rhododendrons and camellias filled the space between the 
twq large Norfolk Island pines at the front of the house. The huge back 
garden contained mature apples, pears, plums, walnuts and mulberries. It 
also contained an overmature black wattle, a venerable Tasmanian blue gum 
and small trees of native hop, all survivors from the original bush. We were 
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told by members of the family that previously owned the place that the block 
had fed huge numbers in the past. There was no sign of the past vegetable 
gardens, but an old chook shed was just visible beneath a smothering covering 
of exotic creepers. 

In receht years the garden had gone wild. Lack of water had weakened 
many of the fruit trees and the garden had been invaded by the local markers 
of neglect, most notably cotoneaster, broom, South Mrican boneseed and 
sweet pittosporum. Soursob and twitch were almost everywhere. 

The block of land on which the house was built was originally much 
larger than the half acre we bought. Relatively new houses had been built to 
the north and south. The house to the south was occupied by a developmental 
dynamo. There was no fence between his place and ours. Indeed, we were 
not truly neighbours as the undeveloped five acre block behind had an access 
line between our two houses. I had no idea where the southern and western 
boundaries of our block lay. It did not seem to matter at first, as lovely bush, 
with tall Tasmania~?- blue gums and an understorey of drooping she-oak, 
occupied most of the area where it might have been. Then the chainsaws 
and bulldozers moved in. In my professional and political life I was enjoying 
considerable success in extending that part of Tasmania not available for 
trashing. At home I cried in impotence as the bush around me was noisily 
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converted to tarmac, huge houses and bare eroding ground. The blue gum 
on our block would have been felled if I had not been at home the day that 
its neighbours were killed, and bulldozers cut deep grooves that still mark 
one corner of our property. Eventually a fence was built and the limits of 
destruction defined. I planted wattles, cypress pines, plumbago and many 
climbers along the fence to shield our garden from the new road between 
us and our neighbour, who later called it the green wall. 

I have never been able to empathize with those who destroy bush without 
a qualm and replace it with ugly modern buildings, pastures and crops. 
When I was relatively young my parents, my brother, Drew, and I would 
drive all day from Melbourne for an annual beach holiday at Merimbula. We 
drove through areas being cleared for farmland, with not a single tree left · 
for shelter or ornament. One time, near Orbost, my mother expressed her 
distaste for the destruction surrounding us. My father said: 'You can't stop 
progress.' I thought to myself: 'I will try'. I have always found the destruction 
of bush emotionally disturbing. It is only in recent years that I have been 
able to harden my heart sufficiently not to cry at the death of nature at the 
hands of people. For a long while I tried to avoid revisiting areas of bush I 
had known, in fear of its loss. With the sole exception of the Georgian and 
Victorian inner suburbs which were in the process of restoration, ugliness 
was also on an increasing rampage in Australian cities. I was determined 
that our small bit of one small city would be an exception to the general 
abandonment of beauty. 

There was no master plan for the development of our garden. There 
were, however, several self-imposed guidelines. The strongest of these was 
the need to screen off the exponentiating ugliness that surrounded us, 
thereby also gaining the benefit of privacy. Privacy has ecological, as well as 
spiritual, benefits. Human urine has such a high concentration .of nutrients 
that it is wasteful, as well as harmful, to flush it into the sea. I became adept 
at creating green walls in response to the latest manifestation of ugliness or 
exposure to perusal. The walls were built with fast growing wattles, planted 
concurrently with slower growing species with dense foliage and rampant 
creepers. A second guideline was the maintenance of some open space within 
the green walls. Christina is fonder of lawns than I, but even I can appreciate 
the delight of the contrast between a sweep of a short lawn and the tangle 
of the garden beds and trees. A third imperative was sustenance. Vegetables, 
fruit and eggs from one's own garden not only taste better than anything 
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purchased, they are also free from the load of pesticides, herbicides and 
antibiotics that taint industrial food. A fourth consideration was feeding my 
plant addiction. I wanted to establish all the plant species I found beautiful 
or interesting, and could get hold of, somewhere on the block. The final 
guideline was the promotion of safety. Even after the razed earth activity of 
our neighbour, we were close to highly inflammable bush and we did not 
want trees that were prone to drop large branches, or themselves, close to 
the house. These guidelines were implemented within several constraints. 
We wanted to retain those elements of the inherited garden that survived 
the years of neglect. The garden also varied considerably in the quality of the 
soil and the degree of shading by buildings and existing trees, making some 
sites more suitable than others for particular plant species. 

The garden that has evolved over twenty years in response to these 
imperatives and constraints defies easy categorization. Despite being relatively 
steep, its topography is largely as we found it. Where it has changed it is 
into pleasant gently rounded large steps, caused by the movement of soil 
from the dead summer lawn to entrapment by shrubs and trees. There is an 
almost total absence of formality, straight edges being abjured for curves. 
Trees are concentrated around the margin of the block, but also occur in 
clumps emerging from the lawn and as single specimens emerging from 
garden beds. Beds form islands and promontories, bre~g the lawn into 

Non-junctional chook shed at Sandy Bay Road 1983 
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Christina watering rounded steps 

several interconnected compartments from which the views largely consist 
of tre.es, sea and distant whale-shaped hills. 

The southwestern corner·of the garden is the wildest, containing most of 
the survivors from the native bush and many other planted Tasmanian natives. 
Between this forest and the top section oflawn there is a reconstructed native 
tussock grassland containing many of Tasmania's threatened plant species. 
Initial constant weeding of exotic germinates and profuse self-establishment 
of many of the native grasses and herbs from seed has now created a low 
maintenance species-rich bed. Elsewhere, the ornamental beds are largely 
dominated by exotics, with some admixture of Tasmanian plants. Most of 
these beds are rich in the herbaceous perennials, such as anemones, winter 
roses, dahlias, rudbeckias and erigerons, that are grown worldwide in the 
temperate zone. Some are dominated by culinary herbs, others by roses and 
others by rhododendrons and camellias. Tasmanian rainforest shrubs, trees 
and tree ferns emerge above the exotics in parts of the more shaded beds. At 
the last count there were more than 4~0 plant species on our half acre. 

While fruit trees are scattered around the garden they are concentrated 
in the northwestern corner where the vegetable beds are also located. These 
beds are basically the past locations of a frequently moved compost pile. 
Vegetables, such as zucchinis and tomatoes, that prefer acid soil are planted 
on the decomposed base of last, or the penultimate, year's pile. Vegetables 
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that prefer more basic soil are located elsewhere. Many vegetables, such as 
kale, lettuces, rocket and red runner beans, self so\\:', as do some ornamentals, 
such as cosmos, nasturtiums and everlasting daisies that grow mixed with the 
vegetables. Plantings of other vegetables are adjusted to the demands of the 
herbivorous animals that frequent our block. For example, it is impossible 
to grow silver beet during winter, as it is eaten to the ground, but in the 
spring, summer and autumn it is ignored. We can only grow garlic in pots, 
as the potoroos, native marsupials resembling small kangaroos, delight in 
uprooting it and nibbling its roots. Native birds and animals also strongly 
influence the size and variety of our fruit crop. We had almonds for a few 
years, until the green rosellas discovered them. 

Until rpe occurrence of the ecological cascade detailed below, the only 
chemical inputs to our garden were in the form of organic wastes. For a long 
while, the lack of inorganic fertilizers, pesticides and herbicides hindered 
neither ornamental growth nor the production of fruit and vegetables. A 
profusion of lizards, invertebrate carnivores and birds, and the rotation and 
intermixture of crops, seemed to keep the densities of pest invertebrates on 
most productive plants low. Those few species or varieties that have proved 
highly susceptible to herbivores, viruses or fungi were allowed to die out. 
They probably did better in other conditions we thought to ourselves, or 
have been bred for the gain of chemical companies. 

Our labours have been but one input to the present form of our garden. 
The hot northwesterly winds of summer have moulded our trees and shrubs 
to lean to the southeast. Many of the plants we cherish have been introduced 
to our garden in the droppings of native birds or have self sown from single 
plantings. As plants have grown they have created new microhabitats that 
have proved suitable for other plants previously diffi<,:ult to establish. Our 
lawn is aerated by the digging of potoroos and bandicoots who search for 
invertebrates, such as the corbie grubs that occasionally kill circles of lawn. 
Circles of toadstools emerge from the rotting roots of long dead trees. 
Fruit and vegetable crops disappear overnight. In other words, we have not 
necessarily got our own way. 

The best example of a failure to dominate has been in our attempts to 
ensure that some reasonable proportion of the fruit produced by our trees 
ends up in our stomachs. In the dry years around the turn of the millenium, 
we started to get intimations that nature is not necessarily in balance with 
our needs. The first sign was in the form of smoke. I lit the paper under the 
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kindling in our slow combustion heater. Smoke poured into the living room; 
distressed movements could be heard in the chimney. A brush-tailed possum 
had made the wrong decision on a nest location, squeezing down our flue 
to the top of the combustion chamber, without realizing that exit was not 
possible, without help. Black tar possum prints were deposited in abundance 
on our wallpaper and white carpet before the possum was thrown out of an 
open window it seemed determined not to notice. After five more house
modifying possum episodes we finally prevented ingress. A possum family 
then colonised the narrow space between the skillion roof and the plaster 
ceiling in my study in the back garden. It was amusing to see it squeeze its 
large body in and out of a tiny hole in the wall of the vestibule, popping on 
egress. It was less amusing to find a hole in the plaster ceiling, and more 
chaos than usual among my papers and books. Another hole blocked off; 
one less nesting site. 

Nests must have been located externally, and breeding must have been 
highly successful, because not only was the liquidambar totally defoliated 
in spring, but so were apple, pear and plum trees, with all their incipient 
fruit. Any rural reader will now be wondering why we did not just kill the 
animals, or at least enough of them to cut down the damage. When we asked 
a stallholder of German extraction at the market what he did to avoid possum 
damage to his crops, he said 'Aaah, ... the final solution' . The final solution 
is widely adopted among many Tasm~an gardeners, who regard the law 
as an ass that would eat their roses. A group of older, highly respectable, 
woman gardeners illegally imported a brace of lethal possum traps from 
New Zealand. The legend is that the premier allowed them to keep the traps 
after they threatened to go to jail rather than give up this effective form of 
protection from possums. Unfortunately, brush-tailed possums are attractive 
native animals, bigger than a large cat, with cute noses, hands and magnificent 
brushy tails. They become quite friendly if not treated in a rural manner, 
although they are a bit on the demanding side, and never well-behaved. We 
could not bring ourselves to kill them. 

Our solution was jail for the trees, not the possums. We caused to be 
built a chicken wire exclosure, tall and .wide enough to contain our best 
fruit trees and our best vegetable garden. We also caused to be built an 
attached hen house (chicken coop) from which our hens could venture to 
act as fertilization and bioturbation units in the best permacultural tradition. 
Three brown and iridescent blue, fluffy-bottomed, young Barnevelder hens 
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were purchased at great cost, largely on aesthetic criteria, after Christina 
conducted much in-depth research. While no possum has since munched on 
our incarcerated fruit trees, the enclosure and hen combination launched a 
mighty ecological cascade that has not since proven particularly favourable 
to fruit production for human consumption. 

Although the enclosure covers a large area, three Barnevelder hens 
could probably defoliate a normal suburban block in three weeks. They soon 
needed supplementary feeding. This attracted the smaller of their relatives, 
who fitted through the chicken wire. Teamwork was, and still is, good. One 
sparrow would be allocated the observing role. Hens would be released softly 
clucking from their overnight lock -up, the joyful news would be disseminated, 
and everyone would eat up. One effect of this was to raise the amortised 
unit cost of a beautiful brown hen's egg from five dollars to six dollars. The 
other major effect was more serious. The enclosure had the advantage of 
excluding larger predatory birds and cats, so was a favourite place for small 
birds to hang around, and eat, and decorate, fruit. Next summer, the few bits 
of fruit that did not have large exploratory peck holes filled with European 
wasps were blotched purple with mulberry-coloured droppings. 

Author and tamarillo in fruit and vegetable garden) pre-exclosure 
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We were not ready to give up. Our amused builder, Wayne, earned 
another contribution to the cost of his yacht by enveloping the enclosure 
with black bird netting, and the small chook yard with bird wire. We had 
forgotten the possums, who desperately patrolled the roof of the enclosure, 
searching for emerging foliage. Their claws were very effective in snagging 
and tearing the netting, creating holes that were all but invisible, if, like me, 
you were not a· sparrow. Much time was spent in locating and patching holes, 
without noticeably reducing the bird population in the enclosure. This was 
puzzling. Then one evening, while hopefully watering the fruit trees in the 
enclosure, I almost stood upon a brown bandicoot who was happily eating 
leftover chook food. Brown bandicoots make a living digging for food. 
Like potoroos they are marsupials with long pointy noses. They had started 
digging tunnels under the enclosure. The birds were using these tunnels as 
underpasses. That explained the blackbirds and starlings. We dropped bricks 
and rocks into their holes. They dug new ones. 

Then, longer tunnels ·started to appear. ~ts had colonized the compost 
heap, and were gaining access to the chook food. Whole families of rats would 
descend on the chooks' breakfast and lunch, scaring off the sparrows. The 
rats attracted snakes, one of which, a metre long, angry, poisonous tiger, 
got caught in the bird netting. We paid a hundred dollars for it to be freed 
by Snake Rescue. A grey goshawk became a morning visitor, feasting on a 
fresh rat while the many survivors ate the chook food. When a rat took part 
of one of our hen's red combs, we passed the limits of our humaneness and 
laid poison bait in their tunnels; this from a couple that had rescued baby rats · 
from their cat, and carefully moved poisonous spiders outside, rather than 
killing them. Nature had corrupted us, as we corrupted nature. 

We still enjoy our garden, despite it revealing our moral frailty. The 
garden is a palimpsest of our personal history. This oak tree is the seedling 
Eldon grew and we transported from Randall Street. This horse chestnut 
was planted because Eldon liked conkers. These blanket leaves were planted 
by my ·other son, Alistair, an accomplis~ed gardener. This myrde beech was 
given to us by a dear friend, Kath Dickinson, when ·we first moved into the 
house. The tree dahlias, that now arch with lilac flowers in autumn, came 
from a bit of stem given to us by another friend, Fiona Coates. The hoheria 
I view from my bedroom window was planted by me because of Christina's 
family connection to New Zealand. She does not actually like it much. The 
Fuchsia regia beside it came from the nursery of friends who live to the south 
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of Hobart. The Davies wax flower, the most threatened species of plant in 
Tasmania, that grows almost hidden beneath the red-flowered jessamine in 
front of my back yard study was given to us by Stephen Harris, another close 
friend who is a government botanist. The tall silver peppermint that rises 
above an old stump of a blue gum was specially grown for us by another friend, 
Bruce Roberts, who runs a dairy farm and nursery in northwest Tasmania. 
It was actually meant to be a cabbage gum, but I do not mind. 

I feel that the garden is much a part of me as I am a part of it. The 
pleasure of helping it form and contemplating in its midst, or through the 
house windows, is one of the greatest of my life. 





CHAPTER TWO 
~ 

How does your garden grow? 
The scientific ecology of gardens 

The Ecology and ecology 

Ecology is a word that has permeated the consciousnesses of most human 
inhabitants of the planet, who most often associate it with the agenda of 
the environmental movement - to save The Ecology. Before many people 
thought about the importance of saving The Ecology, there was a scientific 
discipline of the same name, dedicated to describing, and testing propositions 
about the interactions between organisms and their environment. 

I first came across the science of ecology in the late sixties, as I drifted 
from a degree in geography, history and economics to a PhD of frighteningly 
scientific mien. In becoming a late developer ecological scientist, I discovered 
that science is essentially concerned with either measuring and describing 
things or with stories about our perceptions of reality that can be tested. 
For example, one of the tenets ofThe Ecology has been that monocultures 
are bad, mixtures are good. Thus, mixtures of plant species would produce 
more growth on a site than an equivalent number of individuals of one 
species. 

This proposition has been tested by measuring total productivity in pure 
stands and in mixtures grown in identical starting conditions, and has proven 
to be true, at least with some sets of starting conditions and species. If it 
proved to be untrue with other sets of starting conditions and species, the 
theory could be revised to fit the observations. There may be several theories 
that could fit the observations, and experiments would be devised that 
would test these. As a scientist, testing such propositions, otherwise known 
as hypotheses, I have found that my initial ideas on what is going on have 
-usually been wrong. At first, I found tp.y lack of prescience to be depressing. 
Now, I am a bit suspicious of my subconscious if my experiments do not 
reject my initial hypothesis. It turns out that hypothesis-testing science is all 
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about rejection, either through vicious reports on your papers by anonymous 
referees and sadistic editors, or of your pet hypotheses. 

The scientific method is a very restricted one. It can only disprove, not 
prove. It cannot be used on most of the questions that human beings find to 
be important, because the ideas.related to these questions cannot be tested by 
observation or experiment. For example, the cause of monumental cabbage 
growth at Findhorn in bleak northern coastal Scotland has been suggested to 
be good social relationships with spiritual beings called divas. While a scientific 
experiment could be devised to determine whether those who believed they 
had good social relationships with divas grew better cabbages than those who 
did not, the spiritual nature of the divas makes them impossible to observe, 
thereby making it impossible to know scientifically if they do or do not exist, 
which, of course, they might, or might not. 

In this chapter I give an introduction to that part of the current scientific 
understanding of ecological pattern and process that is relevant to the· 
domestic garden. Ecology is a difficult science that lacks much in the way·of 
overarching theory. It is built up from myriad observations and experiments 
in particular situations. This means that domestic gardeners could, if so 
disposed, make a valuable contribution to ecological understanding by 
adopting a scientific approach to aspects of their recreation. However, not 
even I do this, preferring to pontificate, while gardening in an improvising fog. 

Living things in gardens 

There are approximately one quarter of a million different vascular plant 
species on our small planet, of which tens to hundreds can be found in 
single domestic gardens, not all invited. There is also a very large, but not 
accurately counted, number of non-vascular 'plant' species, such as moss, 
lichen, liverworts, fungi and algae, on the planet. These mainly appear 
uninvited, as with the profuse fungi that appear after rain in our garden, 
although the Japanese make good use of mosses for ornament. Gardens are 
also frequented by domestic vertebrate animals, such as dogs and cats, not 
necessarily one's own, and a greater complement of wild vertebrates, most 
of which tend to be birds. At a more diminutive level, there are numerous 
bacteria, viruses and other microorganisms. However, the greatest number 
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of species in any garden is likely to belong to the invertebrate animal group. 
It has often been said, following the biologist Haldane, that God must be 
inordinately fond ofbeedes. She, indeed, must, with a subsidiary attachment 
to flies. There are typically ten times the number of species of invertebrate 
animals in any one area than of vascular plants, and our garden, at least, is 
no exception to the general rule. 

On nature)s wonderful web and pyramids 

I suspect that most gardeners are largely interested in the creation and 
maintenance of an assemblage of vascular plants. However, we ignore the rest 
of creation at our peril, or at least that of our gardens, as all living things are 
linked through complex systems of predation and decay, sometimes referred 
to as nature's wonderful web. Green plants power the web through the 
process of photosynthesis, which converts energy from the sun into energy 
that is available to convert green plants into other living things. The birds 
that give me so much pleasure in our garden are there because they eat parts 
of our plants, . the invertebrates that eat our plants and plant ':Vastes, and 
invertebrates that eat invertebrates. At this moment, approximately thirty 
of them are harvesting our mulberries, right next to the shed in which I 
write. The vital organic matter in our garden soils is there largely because 
invertebra~es, fungi and micro-organisms break down the dead and dying 
parts of plants. In death there is life, and vice-versa. 

The connection of every living thing to every other living thing through 
food and decay webs deserves some consideration when we contemplate 
any major change to our garden ecosystem. The most striking examples of 
unfortunate consequences resulting from actions taken in ignorance of food 
webs relate to the use ofbiocides, substances that kill. There are few biocides 
that kill only target organisms. Often pesticides Will kill the pred~tors of the 
herbivores you are trying to eliminate along with the herbivores. 

Herbivores often have higher levels of reproduction and shorter life 
cycles than their predators. They therefore recover more rapidly, making 
the short term cure the long term disease. You might also kill the predators 
of a herbivore species that is resistant to the pesticide, thereby creating a 
new pest. Both these things happened.with the application of pesticides to 
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eliminate cottony cushion scale from citrus trees in California. The ladybirds 
that predated the scale were badly hit. They had also eaten a mite that was 
not previously a pest, but soon became one. 

I just have to look out of the window to realize that there is a much 
great~r weight of green plants on the planet than of the organisms that 

· consume them, which in turn have a much greater weight than those that 
feed purely on animals; not that I have weighed our secondary to tertiary 
consumer cat or the hundreds of primary consumer sparrows, just that 
there is much more green than flutter, and much more flutter than pounce. 
Others have weighed assiduously and found that the loss of energy in each 
conversion in this food chain is about 90%, creating an ecological pyramid a 
bit like those ideal diet ones, with a tiny bit of meat on the top: This means 
that feeding plants that we can eat to animals, so that we can eat them, is an 
extremely inefficient use of our limited productive soils and waters. I want to 
maximize the food I get from my garden, so I eat low in the pyramid. Kale 
is about as low as you can get. I also eat eggs from our chooks, theoretically 
because chooks, even though higher up the pyramid, eat things I cannot or 
will not eat, like slugs and grass. Actually, in the cause of honesty, I should 
reveal that the favorite food of our chooks is tofu, of which I am also quite 
fond, especially with garlic and noodles. 

While the transfer of energy up the pyramid is inefficient, other 
substances can be transferred in much greater proportions, leading to 
a progressively greater concentrations in living tissues. Mine are garlic 
saturated, which is not a major problem for me, just others. Unfortunately, 
many of the concentrants are the poisons some of us use to temporarily 
rid ourselves of undesirable animals, weeds and pathogens. The classical 
example of biological concentration leading to undesirable consequences 
was the impact of widespread use of D D D and DDT o.n bird egg shells and 
mother's milk. 

It is one of the tenets ofThe Ecology that nature's wonderful web will 
not work as well if you remove some of the moving, or stationary, parts. 
Keeping the parts is called 'maintaining the balance of nature' . This tenet 
suggests that food and decay webs have increasing overall stability with 
increasing complexity. An ecosystem that consisted of one species in each of 
the levels of the ecological pyramid would be much more susceptible to any 
disturbance that affected one species than one in which there were many 
species at all levels. The loss of the plant species at the base of the pyramid 
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would lead to the loss of all in the first case, while in the second, the loss of 
one plant species might be partially compensated for by the expansion ~f 
others, and even without such expansion, would have a lower proportional 
impact on species at higher levels. . 

Of course, factors other than the complexity of webs affect their stability. 
Some relatively simple natural ecosystems, such as salt marshes, can be 
relatively stable, and most ecologists now believe that there is more imbalance 
in nature than balance, with lots ~f unpredictable falling over. Nevertheless, 
it seems moderately safe to conclude that, all else being equal, species-rich 
gardens are likely to be both more resistant to the impacts of disturbance, 
and more resilient in its aftermath, than species-poor gardens. 

On the virtues of tolerance and setting limits 

In our garden, and ii:l most others, there are a lot of plant species that 
establish readily without our intervention. Many of these are species that we 
call weeds, because, like South African boneseed, we do not want them in 
our garden. Others give us pleasure in their self-establishment because we 
value their appearance or other qualities, and we do not have to purchase 
or propagate them. Our dahlias are in this class. A second set of our garden 
plants only survive because we have replaced nature in their establishment 
and nurturance. Our lemon tree is a good example of this. A third set fails 
to establish despite our best efforts -we have given up on cucumbers. The 
composition of these three groups varies widely throughout the gardens of 
the world. For example, eucalypts will readily self-establish in most Californian 
gardens, whereas they are greenhouse plants in northern Europe. . 

An explanation of the relative success in establishment and survival 
of particular plant species in any particular garden can be partly found in 
their ecological tolerances. Each plant species is adapted to a limited range 
of environmental conditions. For example, a plant may die because there 
is too little phosphorus in the soil or because the levels of phosphorus are 
high enough to be toxic, or because temperatures are too low for it to 
sustain growth or temperatures are lethally high. Plants require suitable 
temperatures, adequate moisture, adequate sunlight and suitable quantities 
of a large number of macronutrients, such as phosphorus and nitrogen, 
and micronutrients, such as copper and boron. If only one of the many 
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requirements of a plant is in deficiency or excess, the plant will die. The 
ecological factor that proximally causes such death is known as the limiting 
factor, in our garden mainly lack of water, or too much lime. We try to convert 
species from failures to cultivated successes, or from cultivated successes to 
self-propagation, by manipulating our limiting factors. 

Gardening with light) shade and roots 

Most plants that are welcome in our garden require some light, freely 
provided by the sun. Within the garden the amount of light available varies 
considerably, with houses and other constructions shading the ground away 
from the equator, and established trees and shrubs casting shade on the 
ground beneath. In most regions of the world there are many attractive plants 
that are ad~pted to survive in continuously shady conditions, suc.h as ferns 
and large-leaved shrubs, so shady places in the garden are an opportunity 
as much as a problem. Some beautiful local ferns have colonized some of 
our shady places. If we had wanted a garden largely full of sun-loving plants 
we would have removed groups of trees and shrubs that cast dense shade. 
We would not have necessarily had to remove all shrubs and trees. Single 
evergreen trees and shrubs with canopies well above the ground allow 
ample light to reach the ground beneath, as sun reaches the ground at an 

Root competition 
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angle, except for brief periods in the tropics, and much sunlight comes from 
radiation bounced off particles in the atmosphere. This diffuse radiation is 
the reason tPat it is not pitch black where direct sunlight does not hit. Many 
shrubs and trees do not have dense canopies, or lose their leaves for part 
of the year. The eucalypts in our garden let about half of the light at their 
canopies through to the ground, an amount sufficient for growth of most 
sun-loving plants. Our deciduous trees and shrubs let almost full sunlight 
penetrate to the ground during the~r leafless times. A large proportion of 
the perennial and annual herbs grown in our garden are species that occur 
naturally in deciduous forest, where they can concentrate their growth and 
flowering in late winter and early spring when ample sunlight coincides with 
some warmth and much moisture. 

Despite plenty of light being available under our isolated ·trees and our 
eucalypts, it has not always proven easy to establish the ground layer plants we 
want. The explanation for this difficulty is that the ground in these situations 
is full of roots. These compete for nutrients and moisture with the plants 
beneath their canopies. One of the earliest ecological experiments involved 
digging trenches around areas beneath canopies. Profuse growth of the 
previously suppressed understorey plants occurred in the resulting freedom · 
from root competition. Apart from the effects of roots, ground beneath trees 
can be dry compared to open areas, as much rainfall is either evaporated from 
drops trapped on leaves or is channeled down the trunks. Thus, we have 
found that the elimination of tree and shrub roots over a substantial area 
during planting, and extra watering, has helped many of our plants succeed 
under canopies, at least for a while until the roots resurge. 

The length of the longest day increases from the tropics to the poles. 
Many plants have adapted to use particular day lengths as a signal to 
commence leaf growth, cease leaf growth or flower. If the right day length 
fails to materialize because the species is grown too close to the tropics, it is 
unlikely to succeed. If the righ~ day length occurs when other conditions are 
unsuitable for growth it will also be in trouble. I can only accept that not all 
plant species will grow in all places, short of artificially manipulating day length 
in controlled environments, which sounds a bit too much like work. 
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Maintaining bags of water 

All living organisms, including us, are bags of water. While most animals 
can move to gain or conserve water, plants are stuc~ with the water within 
reach of their root systems. They move water from the soil through to their 
leaves, from which some is lost in the process of allowing air in to enable 
photosynthesis. Water is a scarce substance over much of the land surface of 
the earth, yet plants grow naturally in dry areas. They overcome a scarcity of 
water in a wide variety of ways. Some species, such as the Californian poppy, 
grow in dry places by restricting their germination to times when the soil is so 
moist that there is enough water to grow and set seed before the soils dry out 
again. Such desert annuals provide some of the most spectacular wildflower 
displays in the world and have been widely cultivated in moister climes. 

Some species cope with periodically dry soils by controlling the 
movement of air in and out of their leaves. The bulk of this movement occurs 
through small openings called stomata, which can be closed by guard cells. 
Most species open their stomata while the sun shines. However, a large group 
of dry and warm country species chemically fix sunlight during the day and 
open stomata at night. The extra energy involved in creating a chemical 
product from sunlight and then using it in photosynthesis is compensated 
for by reduced loss of water. A less extreme adaptation is the ability to close 
stomata, and thus cease growth, when the water available in the soil is close 
to depletion. 

The amount of water lost through stomata not only relates to the 
difference between the humidity of the ~ in the plant and the humidity of 
the air outside the stomata, but also to the rate of movement of air. Strong 
winds remove the moist air released from stomata and replace it with dry air, 
which ca:uses a greater rate of movement of water vapour from the leaf to the 
atmosphere than would be the case· in calm conditions. A close inspection of 
the leaves of many dry country plants will reveal adaptations that slow wind 
speed in the vicinity of stomata, including hairs and rolled leaf margins. Many 
dry country shrubs and trees have thick and/ or small leaves, which help to 
slow the loss of water through their surface layers. Many others solve the 
problem of prolonged drought by storing water in their leaves and stems 
during moist times. The cacti of America and the euphorbs of Africa provide 
some striking examples of this adaptation, which is usually paired with vicious 
spines to prevent animals access to succulent vegetable flesh. This defence 
is not always totally successful. In the southwestern American deserts I saw 
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deflated cacti that had been consumed after subterranean entrance by small 
mammals. 

In our garden we solve the problem of insufficient water through the 
' agency of hose, sprinkler and other watering systems. We do not use mulcht;s 

to slow down the rate of water loss from the soil, because of the weed and 
pest problems associated with them, and because our water is not charged 
for by volume of use. We are lucky to live in one of the few places where 
water is in superabundance, making it economically silly to put in water 
meters. However, the expense and scarcity of water in many places on the 
globe suggests that gardeners and the general environment might be well
rewarded by the selection of cultivated plants from the substantial subset 
of the global flora adapted to dry conditions. The plants that formed the 
first garden at our place, a century ago, before water was reticulated to the 
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house, were largely drought-hardy succulents and plants from summer-dry 
parts of the world. 

Too much water can be a problem for many plants. If the soil fills with 
water, the roots of plants cannot breathe and chemical changes occur. There 
is a substantial minority of plants that can prosper in such waterlogged 
conditions, but most garden plants are not in this class. Soil drainage systems 
and raised beds are the two most popular means of solving waterlogging 
problems in gardens. The attractive alternative of using the many beautiful 
waterlogging-resistant species, such as the yellow flag iris, is seldom adopted. 
I like Iris pseudocarus so much that I have tried to grow it in our garden, 
which is waterlogging-challenged. It has never flowered. 

Humid air or soil in an inappropriate part of the year can make life 
difficult for garden plants that come from seasonally or constantly dry climes. 
For example, it is hard to grow many plants that come from the winter rainfall
summer drought conditions of Mediterranean climates in areas with high 
summer rainfall. Moist conditions in an unnatural part of the year encourage 
plant diseases and predators that would not otherwise affect the plants. In 
our garden a moist summer results in the loss of most of our stone fruit crop 
to bacterial gummosis, a disease that strikes just as my mouth waters at the 
penultimate state of ripening. 

·Heat and cold in the garden 

After observing the vegetation of Tasmania for over thirty years, I have come 
to understand that, in explaining the distributions of plant species, extremes 
in environmental conditions are often more important than the norms. 
This is well. exemplified in the responses of plants to temperature. The fifty 
year frost will kill or damage plants that survived forty-nine years of relative 
normality, as in the case of the widespread frost damage to the mature blue 
gums of Berkeley in California. Atypically high temperatures can also cause 
considerable damage, even if the soil is moist, as plants struggle to draw up 
enough moisture from the soil to compensate for the extreme losses that 
occur through their leaves. Since the second world war, global temperatures 
have tended to both increase and have greater extremes than has generally 
been the case since weather measurements were first taken. There is a strong 
circumstantial case that these climatic changes relate to inputs of greenhouse 
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gases, such as carbon dioxide and methane, into the atmosphere as a result 
of human activities. We can individually contribute to mitigating greenhouse 
warming by soaking up carbon dioxide by growing plants and minimizing 
our use of fossil fuels, although international action at the government level 
seems the onJ.y real solution. In the garden we have other means of mitigating 
temperature extremes for those of our plants that are susceptible to the 
extremes of cold and heat that are likely to occur in our area. 

The coldest and hottest temperatures occur close to the ground in places 
·fully exposed to the sky. When I walk out into our garden after one of our 
few frosty nights I see a white coat of ice particles in the middle of our lawns, 
but not in the treetops or the ground beneath the trees. The lack of ice in 
the treetops is caused by the tendency of cold air, which is heavier than warm 
air, to sink to the ground. The lack of ice under the trees is caused by tree 
foliage bouncing back heat radiated from the ground. Walls or rocks that 
soak up the heat of the sun can also mitigate frost, by releasing their heat 
in the cool of the night. If we want frost-sensitive species to survive in our 
garden, we plant them in these sorts of microhabitats or cover them during 
cold nights. The smudge pots of burning oil used by orchardists can also 
be effective on calm nights; but the pollution and greenhouse gases they 
produce make them an undesirable alternative. Plants susceptible to heat can 
be grown in places shaded during the heat of the afternoon. 

Like day length, temperature conditions are used by plants to signal 
the initiation of events in. their lives. Different plant species have different 
temperature conditions that are required for their germination, apparently 
evolved to maximize the chances of successful establishment. For example, 
the seeds of many temperate and polar plant species require sustained chilling 
then warming, a process called stratification, before they will germinate. This 
adaptation prevents them from germinating in winter, when their chances 
of survival would be low. 

Pl~t species differ in the amount of heat they need to sustain growth 
and reproduction. Alpines require relatively little heat, while tropical plants 
require a lot. Plants usually vary in their heat requirements for different 
activities.For example, it is possible to grow avocado trees under the canopies 
of other trees in our garden, but they never set fruit. 

The absence of a period of cold temperatures can prevent some 
plant species, such. as winter deciduous trees, from growing in constantly 
warm areas, despite their ability to survive temperatures higher than ever 
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experienced in the tropics. Growers of plants that naturally occur closer to 
the poles or the alpine zone than their gardens often have problems with 
plant diseases and predators to which these plants are not adapted. If you 
are particularly fond of roses you might be better advised to move to a cool 
temperate climate than attempting their salvation through chemical means in 
an unsuitably warm and moist place. Alternatively, you could try to dev~lop 
a fondness for the hibiscus, or other showy tropical plants, largely denied 
the cool temperate gardener. 

Wind in the garden 

When I moved in to the Sandy Bay house, wit:P the sea so close, I thought 
that I would have problems with salt damage in our garden. The reality was 
very different, with shrubs and trees leaning in the opposite direction, away 
from the hot, dry northwesterly winds of summer. Wind can be a destructive 
environmental element in the garden. As well as increasing water loss, it 
can carry desiccating salt and abrasive sand in coastal and desert areas, bear 
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cutting ice in cold places, and can cause mechanical breakage. Fortunately, 
vegetation provides the best wind brake, and the sculpting of vegetation 
by the wind can create aesthetically pleasant outcomes. Do not be tempted 
to build more solid obstacles, as the wind speed is actually increased in 
parts of their lees, as strong wave and rotor winds forin in response to total 
blocking. Instead, plant a barrier of species resistant to wind effects, behind 
which you can insert.seedlings that require relatively calm air free from salt, 
sand or ice. 

Soil in thei1arden 

The nature of the soil is often critical in determining which plants can be 
grown where. Plants rely on the soil for anchorage, water, air and nutrients. 
In most soils trees and tall shrubs are seldom blown over because they are able 
to extend their roots to depth. However, if you have shallow soil over massive 
bed rock that the roots cannot penetrate, or if the roots are prevented from 
reaching deep into the soil by lack of aeration or moisture below the surface 
layer, anchorage is more problematical, and you may find that your trees peel 
off from the vertical to the horizontal unless artificially constrained. 

The texture and structure of your soil have a strong influence on the 
air and water it holds. The term texture relates to the sizes of the mineral 
particles in your soil. The tiniest particles form soils with a clay texture. The 
largest form soils with a sandy texture. In between soils are silty. Soil often 
consists of a mixture of particle sizes. Thus, we have textures such as sandy 
clay loam and silty clay loam. Many soils have distinct or intergrading layers, 
or horizons, which differ in their texture. For example, it is common to find 
soils with a sandy loam upper horizon and a sandy clay loam lower horizon. 
These can usually be seen in cuttings and pits as layers of different colour, 
as well as texture. 

You can determine the texture of your soil using the way it feels and 
can be manipulated. I do it like this. First, I mix water with a small amount 
of soil on my palm until it feels sticky, then mix a bit more soil until it just 
does not feel sticky. My soil is riow at sticky point. Next, I rub a bit of soil 
between my thumb and fingers. If it has sand in it I will be able to feel the 
individual particles. If it contains substantial amounts of silt I will get a silky 
feel. Next, I rub the soil between my palms in an attempt to make it form 
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a cigar-shape. If it does f~rm a cigar-shape I try turning it into a circle. If 
I succeed, the soil is a clay, a sandy clay or a silty clay, the latter two being 
determined by the feel test. If I formed a cigar but not a circle and I felt sand 
particles it is a sandy clay loam. If I formed a cigar but not a circle and it felt 
silky it is a silty cl_ay loam. If the soil refuses to form a cigar, I try making it 
into a coherent lump by squeezing it between my fingers. If I succeed in this 
exercise it is either a sandy loam or a silty loam, depending on how it felt. If 
I fail it is a sand, and, by this time, I have very dirty hands. 

Water that is available to plants occurs in the soil in two major ways: 
as a film enveloping soil particles and in small reservoirs created by the 
arrangement of soil particles. When reservoirs and particles can hold no more 
water the soil is said to be at field capacity. The addition of any more water 
to a soil at field capacity will simply result in movement of this excess water 
down the soil profile until it joins the water table. If you water your garden 
beyond the level necessary to maintain its soils at field capacity your water 
table will rise. This is great if you want a swamp garden, but unfortunate if 
you do not. In arid and semiarid areas, and more humid areas where there 
is salt in the subsoil, excessive watering can lead to salt deposition on the 
surface of the soil when the water table rises close to the surface. Few garden 
plants like this. 

I can s~e and feel when my sandy clay loam soil is moist, which is hardly 
ever. If it is moist immediately below the surface and to spade depth I do 
not need to water and my watering could be destructive. I experiment to 
see how long I need to water before dry soil becomes moist, and avoid 
watering for any longer. There is no general guideline apart from this as 
different soils wet up at different rates and different watering devices apply 
water at different rates. 

Clay soils can hold much more water than sandy soils because the surface 
area of the clay particles in a given volume of soil is much larger. However, 
both air and water move through clay much more slowly than they do through 
sand because of the tiny spaces between clay particles. The more finely 
textured soils, such as clays, do not dry out as quickly as the coarser-textured 
soils, but they are much more difficult to wet up. If watering is not gentle, 
most moisture will flow over the surface of finely-textured soils, rather than 
soaking in. It is therefore fortunate that clay particles usually tend to come 
together in regularly shaped aggregations called peds which have substantial 
pore spaces between them. The nature of the pedality of the soil is known as 
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its structure. A well-structured, finely-textured soil has the twin advantages 
of high water holding capacity and high rates of infiltration of water. Apedal 
soils, such as ours, are immensely difficult to wet up once dry. 

There is relatively litde scope for the gardener to change the texture 
of the soil. Those unaware or uncaring of the finite global soil resource 
may purchase loads of sand to improve clay soils, or loads of clay loam to 
improve sandy soils, often to little effect other than the destruction of the 
soil somewhere else. It takes an enormous volume of imported soil to change 
the character of the native soil even on a small lot. Sand simply plonked 
on clay is likely to result in a perched water table, as water applied to the 
rapidly draining sand slows its downward movement at the clay interface. 
Clay dumped on sand will make the underlying sand less suitable for root 
growth through its effects on aeration. Landscapers who pile mounds of any 
soil on top of the root systems of specimen trees soon lose the centrepiece. 

Luckily for the gardener on difficult soil, organic matter provides a 
means of improving aeration, water-holding capacity and infiltration rates. 
The addition of organic material to apedal soils promotes pedality, which 
in turn improves aeration and infiltration. Organic particles are also much 
more effective in holding moisture than inorganic particles of the same size. 
Organic matter is largely produced from sunlight and carbon dioxide, neither 
of which require robbing Peter to pay Paulina. 

Humus is the god of many gardeners. The organic particles of which 
it is composed not only have the virtues outlined above, but also are much 
more effective than inorganic particles in holding the nutrients on which our 
plants depend. The deterioration of productivity that occurs with sequential 
crops after virgin soils are put to the plough largely relates to the decline of 
soil organic matter. The same thing happens in our vegetable gardens. 

While humus allows our soils to hold more nutrients than would 
otherwise be the case, it is not a nutrient in itself. The nutrients found in 
our garden soils and the living things that depend on them come from 
several major sources: the breakdown of bed rock and soil particles in the 
process known as weathering; deposition of particles and precipitation from 
the atmosphere; fixation by plants; movement of water and soil down slope; 
the input of fertilizers and other material by gardeners and other animals. 
Nutrients can be lost from our garden systems dissolved in the flow of water 
over or through the soil, in particles blown or washed elsewhere, in gases 
released by burning or decomposition, in crops that are eaten and in the 
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wastes we deliver to the tip or the sewerage system. If the outputs exceed 
the inputs our garden ecosystems become poorer in nutrients. If the inputs 
exceed the outputs they become richer in nutrients. The latter is generally 
the case in gardens, but at the expense of other ecosystems, particularly our 
agricultural ones. . 

The non -organic fertilizers most commonly applied by gardeners 
to their soils contain substantial quantities of the two major nutrients: 
phosphorus and nitrogen. The phosphorus in these fertilizers used to largely 
come from guano, the accumulated droppings of fish-feeding sea birds. 
Although theoretically a sustainable resource, the guano has been mined 
into commercial extinction, leaving coral pediment wastelands in places 
like Nauru. Most of the phosphorus gardeners apply today comes from the 
non-sustainable source of rock phosphate. The nitrogen in fertilizers is taken 
from the atmosphere in an industrial process. 

Gardeners who wish to have a more nutrient-rich soil have many 
alternatives to using industrial fertilizers, many of which are highly acid and 
contain potentially toxic substances, su~h as fluoride. Many of our plants, 
such as 0-ose in the pea family, have a cooperative arrangement with other 
organisms that allows them to convert the nitrogen in the air into nitrogen 
suitable for plants. Other nutrients, including phosphorus, can be augmented 
in the garden by the addition of organic material from elsewhere. There are 
few gardeners that do not gain any food from elsewhere. Food wastes are 
rich in nutrients, as is human urine. 

Gardeners who live near the coast, like us, can often obtain supplies 
of nutrient-rich seaweed, stranded in storms, although it is a bit smelly 
and sea grasses take an age to break down. Nutrients can be introduced 
in the droppings of farm animals and the blood and bone left over from 
their carve up after slaughter. We can encourage our local fauna to remove 
nutrients from elsewhere into our gardens by providing a more favourable 
environment for their roosting, shelter and nesting than that available in the 
surrounding areas. If they deposit more nutrients in their droppings in our 
gardens than they remove through eating our plants and animals our soils 
will get more fertile. 

It is also often possible to increase the availability of nutrients in our 
gardens without engaging in massive import activity. The availability of 
nutrients to plants is strongly influenced by the reaction, or pH, of the soil. 
The pH is the negative logarithm of the hydrogen ion .concentration. If the 
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soil has a pH of much less than seven it is called acid and has heaps of hydrogen 
ions. If the pH is around seven it is called neutral and has lesser concentrations 
of hydrogen ions. If the pH is much above seven it is called alkaline and is 
hydrogen ion-challenged. Hydrogen ions are the bullies of the soil solution. 
They displace more nutritionally useful ions from their connections to tiny 
organic and inorganic particles. These more useful ions then helplessly drift 
until washed out of the soil. If hydrogen is in short supply, easily displaced 
ions, like calcium and sodium, start to dominate the soil. While these ions are 
more useful to plants than hydrogen, their predominance can cause health 
problems, like chlorosis (leaf yellowing), in many domestic plants. The pH 
range that best suits most plants grown in gardens is 6.5-7.0, but there is 
no shortage of plants growable in gardens that perform best in more acid 
or more alkaline soils. 

You can increase the pH of soil by adding ground sea shells or rock 
dust from limestone or dolomite. Some plants, such as oaks and Australian 
dogwood, produce litter that will increase the pH of acid soils. If you want 
to make an alkaline soil more acid, you can add iron chelates, plant species 
with acid litter, such as pines, or build up the soil with acid organic matter, 
such as tea leaves or compost. If you want to avoid all this trouble, simply 
select your plants from those adapted to the pH of your soil. 

Biotic realms 

In the rapidly diminishing area of natural vegetation on the planet, places 
with virtually identical soils and climate do not necessarily have the same 
assemblages of plant species. Part of the explanation for these differences 
lies in the long separation of different land masses. The land mass I live in 
is believed to have become separated from a supercontinent, Gondwana, 
containing it, South America, South Africa, India, Antarctica and New 
Zealand some 45 million years ago. It then drifted northward, eventually 
colliding with Asia. For a long time the plants of Australia evolved in isolation 
from other land masses, so there are relatively few species that naturally occur 
elsewhere. Reflecting long past connection, certain resemblances can be seen 
between the flora of the winter rainfall-summer drought areas of Australia 
and South Africa, but these are largely at taxonomic levels higher than the 
species. For example, the heaths of both South Africa and southwestern 
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Australia are rich in species in the protea family, but in South Mrica these 
are mainly proteas and leucadendrons, while in southwestern Australia they 
are mainly banksias and dryandras. 

Even within land masses long isolation has resulted in very different 
floras in areas with similar soils and climate. For example, there are few 
species in common between the acid heaths of Western Australia and those 
of southeastern Australia, which have been long separated by a substantial 
alkaline desert. 

The drifting of continents, the raising of mountain barriers and the 
imposition of desert or forest barriers that has characterized the evolution 
of the surface of the earth has resulted in many more plant species being 
present on the planet than if barriers to migration had not existed. I have 
the pleasure of growing species from every continent except Antarctica on 
my suburban plot. However, I have the concomitant displeasure of seeing 
plants from other continents displacing natives in nearby natural vegetation. 
To some extent the one begets the other, as many plants introduced as 
ornamentals have proved competent invaders of bush. 

Disturbance and vegetation change 

Anyone with even a cursory interest in plants is likely to notice that even 
within very small areas with similar climate and soil there can be marked 
differences in the species composition and appearance of natural vegetation. 
In 1975 I lived for six months in Riverside, California, a town that less than 
gratefully received the smog of Los Angeles and that was one hour's drive 
from sea, mountain, Disneyland and desert. On the more fertile ground 
near the coast of southern California the vegetation could vary from coastal 
sage scrub to dense forest within metres. On the less fertile ground it could 
vary from chaparral to dense forest within metres. I saw places where the 
.boundaries between different vegetation types were obviously where a fire 
had stopped. These patterns were similar to those I had studied in western 
Tasmania where sedgeland and rainforest had equally abrupt boundaries, 
and jagged edges were equally common. In all these situations frequent 
fire did not favour the persistence of the local trees, which were replaced by 
shrub or sedge species better able to survive fire or rapidly reinvade after its 
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incidence. Yet, fire seldom transgressed the boundaries, because the forests 
were less flammable and moister than the shorter vegetation. 

Fire is but one of the many major disturbances .that beset the natural 
vegetation of the planet. Floods, volcanic eruptions, land slips, cyclones and 
bulldozers are some others. In the early decades of the twentieth century the 
English ecologist, Tansley, and the American ecologist, Clements, observed a 
degre.e of consistency in the sequences of species that occupied bared ground, 
and noted evidence that, given enough time without major disturbance the 
vegetation would tend to return to its original species composition and 
structure. In the days before sexual liberation they daringly termed this 
vegetation the climax, which they defined as a stable equilibrium with the 
climatic environment. The process of successive replacement of sets of species 
by other sets of species until the climax was reached they termed succession. 

Vegetation mosaic in southern California 
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They believed that the different types of climax vegetation could be compared 
with individual organisms, with the interactions between species being 
equivalent to the interaction of organs. This was a great scientific story. 

In 1986 I was able to see forests on the border ofNorth Korea and China 
similar to those that inspired this story. Near Changbaisan in Manchuria there 
were forests of birches with a dense understorey oflarches and firs. These were 
in a state of succession after the destruction of the original larch-fir forest by 
the invading Japanese almost fifty years earlier. However, by 1986, ecologists 
had collected enough information on vegetation dynamics to realize that the 
succession to climax story, although a great breakthrough, had very limited 
applicability to the real world, in which disturbance was usually a natural 
and frequent part of the environment. Plant communities were usually found 
to intergrade rather than forming quasi -organisms with distinct boundaries 
in space. Vegetation change could be cyclic, as with bracken and heather in 
British heaths, with one species preparing the ground for another, which 
then reciprocated. There were not always sets of species replacing each 
other in sequence. In many vegetation types, such as chaparral and eucalypt 
forest, there was litde difference in species composition directly after some 
types of major disturbance ·compared to many years after disturbance. The 
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Coastal plants committing suicide 

composition of the vegetation in each stage of succession was found to have 
a high chance component, influenced by such things as the weather after 
the disturbance event. 

Gardeners frequently engage in the process of truncating or initiating 
succession. Many of our most valued plants are disturbance-requirers, 
including most vegetables. Flower gardens that are not constantly disturbed 
by weeding, cultivation and fertilization tend to disappear beneath invading 
shrubs and trees, which are usually not the ones we find most attractive. 
Towns have been overwhelmed by woods in New England, with only stone 
walls to remind us of once rich gardens. Pillinger in western Tasmania was 
once a bustling port, with a population of 1000, exporting ore from the 
hinterland. Fifty years after its final abandonment the occasional arum lily in 
a forest opening remains to remind us of its gardens, and railway jinkers have 
tall native trees emerging from their rapidly oxidizing metal frameworks. 

In natural vegetation change after disturbance some species can provide 
the conditions that favour the establishment and success of others. In some 
cases this can be suicidal for the apparently altruistic species. For example, 
the species that stabilize loose sand on beaches ensure their local doom by 
making the site suitable for taller species that require stable ground. The 
altruism is apparent rather than real, as the sand-binding species have plenty 
of new loose sand to colonize on most beaches. Other cases of facilitation, as 
it is called, do not disadvantage the giver. For example, shade-loving plants 
do not usually kill the provider of shade, strangling figs being an exception. 
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Positive relationships between species can be more subtle than the above 
examples. Some plants enrich the soil by dragging nutrients up from depth. 
For example, the Australian dogwood ( Pomaderris asp era) enriches the 
surface soil with calcium. In the northern hemisphere it is well known that 
the replacement of oaks by pines will make the soil more acid and nutrient
poor, therefore favouring. other plants that are found in these conditions. 

The environmental influences of particular plants can be highly effectively 
used by the gardener. Difficulties in establishing acid and shade loving plants 
like most rhododendrons may be overcome by planting trees that produce 
highly acid litter. Peas and beans can be used to enrich the soil with nitrogen, 
before planting leafy vegetables. 

Animals eating our gardens 

Animals strongly influence the nature of natural vegetation. To start off, 
a lot of them eat it. Herbivorous animals usually have strong preferences 
for particular species, like the larvae of the white cabbage moth, which 
specializes in brassicas. In natural systems it appears that herbivores and their 
prey engage in a game of hide and seek, the probability of predation being 
highest where the target species occurs in large continuous populations and 
least where plants are well-dispersed, particularly if they are occupying a 
place not occupied in the past. In the garden context this means that pure 
plantings of species are likely to suffer more predation than mixed plantings, 
and plantings where the species has not been for a time are likely to be less 
damaged than continuous plantings. The predators use their senses to locate 
their prey. There is therefore some advantage for individual plants to grow 
in places where the signals the predators are sensing are obscured by other 
more powerful messages. This is one of the reasons why companion planting 
occasionally works, the smell of the marigold overpowering the smell of 
the lettuce. There is also advantage for individual plants in growing near 
individuals of other species that are more attractive to the predator than 
them. This is why nasturtiums, considered highly yummy by many garden 
pests, are thought to make a good companion plant in the vegetable garden. 
Finally, plants gain an advantage if they grow in locations adjacent to the 
habitats of the predators of their predators. For this reason many farmers 
leave rough grassland adjacent to their monocultures .. 
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A few concluding remarks 

To end this chapter, there is us - just another vertebrate animal in most 
ways, but able to write and read books. For almost all of our geologically 
brief history we lived in intimate connection with the other components 
of the global ecosystem. We dug up roots and tubers, harvested seeds and 
fruits, killed animals, stripped bark and leaves for fibre, worked rocks for 
tools, used minerals for ornament and lit fires. Of gardening there was 
·none, in a garden of Eden. But there was a proto-gardening tendency. We 
used our ability to light fires to modify the vegetated landscape in ways that 
benefited us. For example, the indigenous people of Australia were observed 
by the European invaders to actively extinguish fires in open plains on the 
margins of copses of trees. These copses were a necessary part of the habitat 
of prey animals and provided useful plants not present on the plains. We also 
frequently encouraged those varieties of those plants that we found most 
useful. The Californian Indians actually weeded around individual vines 
of particular value. The Aboriginal people of the western basalt plains of 
Victoria replaced the tops of edible tubers back into the soil, knowing that 
they would form new tubers. We seemed to have eased imperceptibly into 
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agriculture, storing wild grains from the fertile arc plains - a gentle slide, 
rather than a precipitous descent, from Eden. 

Our next major descent was steep. We discovered· fossil fuels as a means 
of increasing human biomass well beyond that sustainable from agriculture. 
We now eat, wear, habitate and dream using energy created in the days of the 
dinosaurs. Our ecological power has grown exponentially from our gathering 
and hunting days. It is now impossible to understand the ecology of planet 
earth without considering the role of our species .. This is particularly the case 
with the ecology of gardens, which do not exist without us. Given that we 
are a diverse lot, it could be expected that the nature of gardens might at 
least partially reflect the cultural, social and economic characteristics of the 
gardener. The following chapters address this thesis. 

' 
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CHAPTER THREE 
C\.\..> 

Fashion and culture 
The social ecology of gardening 

A brief history of gardening 

In gathering and hunting societies there appears to have been no distinction 
made between work and play. I{owever, if we retrospectively classify work 
to consist of those activities that provide the physical basis for existence, 
gatherers and hunters had a severe underemployment problem, with only 
fifteen hours work per week necessary per person to provide food, medicine 
and physical possessions. Thi~ left the rest of the waking week for the 
avoidance of boredom by engagement in spiritual, social, antisocial (some 
were into war) and artistic activities. These are all recreational activities in 
the current agricultural going·on to post-industrial society, if sport is partially 
substituted for war, but so is the work of gatherers and hunters. Consider 
a classic contemporary holiday - the sojourn by the lake or sea. !he males 
take great pleasure in killing animals hunted from the wild. The females and 
young children take great pleasure in collecting wildflowers, fruits, shellfish 
and seeds. It is great fun honing tools for killing, and producing vessels and 
baskets for carrying. In agricultural societies, the hunting of large animals 
was usually a privilege for the male elite. Gathering never attained the same 
status in patriarchal societies, as in most gathering and hunting societies it 
was women's work. 

Agriculture was largely women's work. The surplus from this work was 
appropriated to create civilization, which was largely men's work. The men 
who built things to create the civis had most of their work appropriated as 
well. At · the top of the heap were the appropriatqrs who could state, as in 
the Russian anarchist slogan of the nineteenth century: 'we rule you, we 
fool you, we shoot you'. Ruling, fooling and shooting left substantial spare 
time, creating a leisure class which included the families of the elite. While 
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the elite men could fill their leisure time engaging in hunting, war and other 
forms of sport, the women were effectively imprisoned in the household to 
prevent gene contamination. Did this enclosure of elite females create the 
garden as an art form? 

In hierarchical agricultural civilizations women tend to be more 
upwardly mobile than men, although their rewards for such mobility are 
less. A beautiful, intelligent female abstracted from village life to the harem 
might have sought to relieve her finery-laden boredom by creating a scene 
of growing beauty within the walls of the palace while nature was alive in her 
memory. Her consciousness of her eliteness might have impelled her to use 
some useless plants in her horticultural art, usefulness being the province of 
the peasant, uselessness that of the elite. Or perhaps the creation was motiv
ated by an atavistic urge to recreate a gathering Eden, to complement the 
hunting Eden of her patriarch? 

As attractive as the above scenario might be for those attached to the 
theory that the development of human societies emanates from the elite, 
I suspect that, if there was a transition from cultivating only the useful to 
cultivating the beautiful, it might have occurred in less lofty social strata. 

The archetypal garden? 



The frangipani among pawpaw, mango, breadfruit and banana in Melanesian 
agricultural villages may be evidence for such a proposition. There may 
even have been no time since we learned to cultivate that ornamental plants 
had no place around human dwellings. Gatherers and hunters ornamented 
themselves with ochre and shell necklaces, and ornamented caves and bark 
with artistic interpretations of their reality. The ornamenting of a garden with 
useless plants would not have been a major conceptual leap. 

Indeed, there is a recent school of thought that there is a cross-cultural 
emotional response, inherited from gatherers and hunters, that gives us a 
predeliction for places that were prime human habitat. These places were in 
the African savannah, close, but not too close, to water. Glades from which 
water and the outside world could be seen, but were not very visible from 
without, are still the prime preference of most suburban gardeners, who 

. . 

create grassy openings with their mowers and who plant scattered spreading 
trees around their margins. Water views dramatically raise the price of a 
house and garden. 

What is a garden? 

Despite the tendency to recreate a savannah in gardens, in dictionaries 
enclosure and cultivation form the essence of the garden -nature confined 
by artifice and fence. In reality this definition dissipates on its edges. Heavily 
fenced fields with carefully cultivated pastures supporting deer, alpaca or sheep 
do not fit my conception of a garden, unless situated as a feature within a 
larger whole, as in a zoological garden. Alternatively, I have visited a fenceless 
place where nature dominates above cliffs that define the eastern end of a 
roaring beach. Here, tracks have been carefully constructed to maximize 
the aesthetic pleasure of both intimate and sweeping scenes of nature and 
fields regenerating to nature. Peter Adams has created sculpted benches 
and platforms that enhance experience, and planted circles and copses of 
native trees in open spaces. No fences define a garden that melds into bush. 
In other places I have seen fenced blocks with houses situated in the bush, 
where the native shrubs that germinated before the idea of the hou~e are 
pruned and topiarized, trees strategically removed to enhance views and 
paths mown through the ground layer. No cultivation has taken place within 
these fenced gardens. 
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In consideration of such exceptions to the dictionary rule it is tempting 
to define the garden as an outcome of human artistic endeavour, using living 
nature as the raw material. However, artistic and utilitarian motives can result 
in strikingly similar outcomes, and purity in motive is an ideal seldom realized. 
The gardens of productive trees and shrubs that surround subsistence villages 
in parts of Indonesia are no less beautiful than the ornamental gardens of 
Miami, Brisbane or Tenerife. Most domestic gardens in the western world 
have both a utilitarian and ornamental component. In many, the useful plants 
are an integral part of an artistic concept. 

There is no sharp boundary between the natural and the garden. There 
is a harmony in natural scenes that induces pleasure in most beholders. For 
many garden types there is a natural analogue. The cottage garden, with its 
chaos of flowering herbs and semi -woody shrubs, would merge imperceptibly 
into the Mediterranean garrigue or the Californian coastal sage scrub. The 
Japanese garden is a temperate forest landscape writ small. Grassy forest 
openings with borders of shrubs and small ponds are common in the glaciated 
natural landscapes of the northeni. hemisphere. Scattered umbrageous trees in 
grass swards are found widely in nature, not least in east Africa, where humans 
appear to have evolved. There is no shortage of natural rockeries. There is 
pattern in natural scenes caused by interactions between individual plants 
and plants and their environment. For example, savannah trees are scattered 
more or less evenly, and a strong hint of concentricity can be seen in the 
vegetation in and around ponds. However, rigid geometrical arrangements 
are the exceptio~ rather than the rule, making nature a rare analogue of the 
more formal garden. There are no parterres in nature, although hexagons 
can be seen in frost-worked ground. 

Thus, one of the continua from nature to the garden is from the informal 
to the formal. Other related continua are from self-sown to cultivated 
and from undesigned to designed. However, these three continu~ are not 
necessarily totally congruent. For example, a highly designed garden might 
seek to mimic natural patterns using highly selected cultivars. 

Within the province of people, who for convenience, but not by c'onviction, 
I have .separated from the rest of nature, there are other continua with gardens 
at one extreme. The continuum from agriculture to garden subsumes many 
other continua, including those from commercial to private, from utilitarian 
to artistic, from disassociated from dwellings to within dwellings. An 
independent continuum is that from open to enclosed. In considering these 
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Garden analogue 1 - coastal sage scrub as the cottage garden 

Garden analogue 2 - the natural Japanese garden 

· Garden analogue 3 - Obiri Rock as the woodland garden 
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continua, the archetypal garden emerges as highly geometric, highly designed, 
consisting of practically useless cultivars which are highly manipulated through 
such activities as pruning and dead-heading, within a strong enclosure close 
to or within a dwelling, and created by the dweller through artistic intent 
with no associated commercial motive. 

Extremes and archetypes have no necessary virtue. The garden described 
above is not one to my taste, although it is very much to the taste of some. A 
drive or walk along any suburban street anywhere in the world will convince 
the most unobservant that there is a strong social dimension to· the nature of 
gardens. This conviction will be reinforced by visiting different suburbs within 
the same city and suburbs in different cities. While within any suburb or city 
there is but a subset of the plants of the world that are ecologically capable 
of cultivation, this subset is very large, and the options for arrangement, 
enclosure and non-living decoration are enormous. How does the nature 
of society affect the nature of gardens? 

A suburb of high socioeconomic status? 



To tree or not to tree 

When I worked at the University of California, Riverside in 1975, one of 
my colleagues, Len Brinkman, was in the forefront of the new discipline of 
remote sensing, which essentially meant gaining information from afar, like 
from the mirror on the ceiling ofhis very California 1970s bedroom. A lot of 
the work he was doing involved interpretation of false colour infrared images 
taken from U2 spy planes. False colour infrared film reacts to radiation in 
the near infrared part of the spectrum, a part not perceived by the human 
eye and brain, as well as to a substantial part of the radiation in the part 
of the spectrum visible to us. In printing the film, false colours were used, 
with radiation in the near infrared part of the spectrum being represented 
as bright red. The near infrared part of the spectrum is especially useful 
for discriminating lots of healthy well-watered vegetation from not much, 
unhealthy, droughted vegetation, it being possible to recognize that a tree 
is dying from near infrared reflectance before its imminent demise becomes 
visible in the green, or the lack thereof. He showed me a composite false 
colour infrared picture of the whole of very sprawling Los Angeles. The then 
sullen and seething, black suburb ofWatts was blue. The rich suburbs were 
bright red. The reflectance in the near infrared was almost perfectly related 
to the social status of suburbs. When false colour infrared images became 
available for Australian cities, through the medium of satellites rather than 
spy planes, I saw exactly the same relationship. It appeared that, in new 

A suburb of low socioeconomic status? 
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world societies in general, there was a strong correlation between social 
status and the propensity to plant trees and water lawns. To confirm these 
observations, some of my students and I decided to test the relationship 
between the occurrence of trees in front gardens in thirty-one Hobart suburbs 
and a wide range of socioeconomic and environmental characteristics. The 
percentage of front gardens with trees varied between suburbs from almost 
zero to almost one hundred. Median household income proved to be the 
outstanding predictor of trees in front gardens, even when garden size was 
held constant. Rich suburbs had lots of front gardens with trees. Poor suburbs 
had few such gardens. 

What causes this relationship? It seems highly unlikely to be a direct 
effect of ability to pay for tree seedliJ:lgs and the water necessary to keep them 
growing. While the cost of water to maintain lawns in a green state can be 
considerable, the cost of tree seedlings and the water to keep them alive is 
negligible. However, there do seem to be some economic reasons why trees 
might not be favoured in the suburban gardens of the relatively poor. If you 
have not much in the way of discretionary income, but do have a small amount 
of space around your home, you may wish to use this space for activities tike 
repairing cars and growing vegetables, rather than for ornament. Also, at 
least in Australia, many people regard large trees in gardens as a potential 
threat to their property, and even their health and longevity. They envisage 
members of their family being maimed or killed by falling branches, their 
houses and cars being crushed by falling trees, their pipes being filled with 
roots. Trees are so expensive to remove that it might seem a bit financially 
risky to allow them to establish in the first place. 

Beyond the limited explanatory power of economics, it seems that to tree 
or not to tree may be largely a matter of social taste. There is some evidence 
for this proposition. When both rich and poor New Yorkers were shown 
photographs of gardens varying on a spectrum from highly organized and 
largely treeless to apparently disorganized and tree full, the rich preferred 
more treed and disorgaillzed scenes than the poor. There are several possible 
explanations for this variation in taste. 

Jared Diamond has a theory to explain why people smoke, even though 
they know it is bad for their health. He sees it as a demonstration of fitness 
and power - I smoke but can still walk up the stairs - my genes must be 
good and my strength great. Filling a garden with useless trees may be a 
similar form of demonstration - I am so rich, powerful and fit that I do 
not need to use this land. 
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The control theory of George Seddon has a certain attractiveness. This 
is related to the theory that people beat up their spouses, children and/ or 
dogs because they have no control over most other aspects of their lives. 
Perhaps those poor males too gentle or considerate to beat up their families 
or pets exercise control in their garden. Trees provide much motivation for 
control. ~hey drop leaves, either constantly or in a major surge, their root 
systems interfere with lawns, garden beds, paths and sewerage pipes and they 
attract birds and arboreal mammals who make further messes. 

A related explanation is the nature is the enemy theory. A larger 
proportion of those in the poorer suburbs of cities than of those in the richer 
suburbs have been displaced relatively recently from the countryside by the 
ongoing mechanization and rationalization of agricultur~. Barney Roberts 
wrote of his youth on a farm in Flowerdale on the rich, red basaltic soils of 
Tasmania's northwest, when one of his tasks was killing parrots who came 
to take the family fruit. Rural life has a large component of killing nature to 
ensure human survival and wealth. The bush does not seem romantic and 
threatened, but rather dark and threatening. It is something to be destroyed 
or controlled before it wreaks vengeance in the flame of the bushfire, through 
its harboured pests or by reinvasion of hard-won clearings. The control of 
nature is the precursor to human prosperity. These attitudes would make it 

Nature under control 



difficult to appreciate the beauty of a suburban forest, much less engender a 
propensity to create one. They are the understandable attitudes of struggling, 
small, pioneer farmers, those most likely to be displaced to the poorer parts of 
the city. Those who succeed in establishing a prosperous farming enterprise 
often experience an attitude shift. As an adult, Barney planted trees, not all 
useful, throughout his property and takes deep pleasure in the company of 
the native birds and animals he once shot. Blue wrens take crumbs from the 
dining room table of the past teenage parrot killer. 

The demographic theory has some credence. The relatively poor tend to 
have larger families over longer time periods than the well off. The garden is 
prime playing space, not to be filled with trees to the degree that back garden 
cricket or baseball become impossibilities. Recreational alternatives to the 
back yard abound for the children of the well off, reducing the imperative 
for domestic open space. 

A dense growth of trees and shrubs contributes to the privacy of a 
house and garden. An 'uncharitable explanation for the desire for privacy of 
many of the rich is concealment, in fear of jealousy breeding larceny and 
insurrection. However, an alternative explanation is possible. Privacy seems 
much more attractive to urban than rural people. In the country privacy 
equates with loneliness, a state most humans try to avoid. Strong local social 
networks characterize the country, while in the city the better off people tend 
to associate more by kind and interest, rather than geographic proximity. 
Neighbours are seldom friends in the better off suburbs. The less seen of 
them, and the less they see of you, the better. The struggling suburbs have 

Useful recreational space in front garden 

66 



more people recently arrived from the country, with country attitudes to · 
neighbours. There are more children to cement local social networks and 
there is more need to cooperate and socialize locally. It is nice to see what 
your neighbours are doing- you might want to join in or do it too. There 
are also safety considerations. The poorer suburbs tend to be mo're lawless 
than the richer ones -it may be nice to know that your neighbours can see 
if anything undesirable is going on. 

I once thought that atavism was the prime explanation for the socially
related tree density gradient. I argued that the day-to-day activities of 
previous societies were the expensive recreations of the well off of today, 
the poor being given no opportunity to indulge in the~, as the numbers 
of people precluded this option. The most restricted and prestigious of 
these atavistic recreational activities were those that duplicated aspects of 
the lives of gatherers and hunters. Thus, I predicted that art, hunting and 
gathering in the wild would be more restricted in their social access than 
sailing, steam engine spotting or the collection oflong-playing records. I saw 
gardening as an atavism of intermediate restrictiveness, with both the atavism 
and restrictiveness becoming deeper as the garden more approximated the 
primaeval natural landscape. The only problem with this otherwise excellent 
theory in relation to gardens is that there is no economic obstacle to everyone 
with a garden creating a rough facsimile of the primaeval forest. If a poor 
householder had no time to garden, a dense forest would replace lawn and 
tortured standard rose within a few decades, as birds and wind bought in tree 
seeds from surrounding suburbia. The poor householder would be forced · 
to cut a path to their front door. 

Selecting plants and garden style 

The density of trees and the health of lawns, if any, are but one outcome of 
the socioeconomic conditioning of garden space. Variation in the species 
composition and structure of gardens may have a far more complex causation 
than that of tree density. 

Consider first the difference between the garden of a rented house 
and that of a house owned, or otherwise secure in the long terin. Renters 
have no vested interest in the long term future of their garden. They might 
put in a vegetable patch, but are highly unlikely to plant fruit trees, or any 
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ornamentals that require more than a year or so to manifest their full glory. 
Water and fertilizer are expensive and unattractive means of expending scarce 
funds when psychotropic substances, furniture, restaurant meals and concerts 
beckon. Any established plants requiring care soon die, to be replaced by 
peripatetic weeds. The cutting of the lawn is a ritual engaged in only in the 
imminence of a visit by real estate agent or owner. 

In contrast, those secure in their ecumene can expect rewards for their 
garden labours and expenditures. They can visualize sitting beneath the 
fragrant flowers and glossy foliage of the mature Magnolia grandiflora, which 
is now: but a small, and very expensive, seedling. They want a garden that will 

impress, or, at least, not alienate, their neighbours and friends. They know 
that a beautiful garden will increase the selling price of their main possession 
in their fleeting transition from dust to dust. 

Not all owners of gardens regard gardening as a recreation. Many 
perceive it as an unfortunate duty that eats away at their scarce recreational 
time. The relatively rich in this class hire others to create and maintain their 
gardens, making species composition and structure a matter of the taste of 
their gardeners or landscape designers. The less rich in this class want a style 
of garden that involves minimal maintenance. Concrete, tastefully painted 
green, provides a partial or complete solution for some. Bricks, pavers, rocks 

Rental garden? Note buffalo grass overwhelming pickets. 
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or pebbles are more widely adopted as mow-free surfacing materials. Hardy 
shrubs, ferns and large perennials dotted in weed mat can provide t)le_ worry
free natural green element. Some even flower. With the possible exception 
of the concreters, the aim is to provide a socially acceptable impression of a 
garden without the concomitant work. 

In most suburbs of the cities of the United States and Canada, the 
purportedly most individualized part of the world, front gardens merge one 
with one another, fenceless and socialized into seamlessness. Social pressure, 
sometimes legally enforced, leads to floristic and structural conformity. 
Elsewhere in the world there tends to be greater definition of front yard 
territory and greater diversity in presentation, but pressures to conform are 
still often evidenced in garden reality. A teacher at my secondary school with 
the nickname ofWeary, lived in a suburb called Blackburn. People built their 
houses in this suburb among the eucalypts that dominated the forest that 
had occupied the area for more than ten millenia. Weary described how the 
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sound of a chainsaw would draw crowds of disapproving neighbours exerting 
social pressure for tree retention. Those who wanted a treeless garden were 
motivated to move elsewhere. It was his favourite story after the one about 
him driving a motorbike off the end of an aircraft carrier during World War 
Two. 

Conform with whom may be a critical question in determining the 
diversity of garden styles within any suburban street or close. When my 
parents moved to Moorabbin, the suburb was new, and architecturally arid 
socially relatively uniform~ Most of the white wooden houses were occupied 
by young middle class families who formed close friendships. Low wooden 
fences defined the front gardens and the outer limit of the linear garden beds 
that enclosed lawns. Specimen trees were planted in the centres of lawns, 
most frequently the liquidambar. Half a century later the area is socially much 
more diverse, with very few of the original owners still present, and relatively 
little social interaction between households. Large, spreading liquidambars 
dominate only a few front gardens, now often partially hidden behind tall 
fences. The initial uniformity of front garden style and composition has 
long since gone, along with the social cohesiveness of the neighbourhood. 
I suspect that the garden still responds to the peer group, a peer group now 
dispersed rather than· contiguous. 

The peer production of uniformity may work in several ways. Even 
in the western world of today, in which the social norm seems to be semi
permanent individual attachment to a flickering screen, people pass on videos 
and computer programs in their occasional social interactions. Those who 
garden are equally inclined· to pass on tuber, seed, seedling or cutting to 
those with whom they socialize. This can be seen most clearly in temperate 
Australia in the combination of colours of zonal and ivy geraniums within 
local areas, these being some of the easiest plants to establish from cuttings. 
They are also easy to break off where they grow through front fences. 

Status seeking is a less altruistic explanation for garden uniformity within 
social groups, or at least in the attempted transition from one social group 
to another. Gardens are sometimes a form of conspicuous consumption, 
an expensive context within which to park the BMW. A garden full of 
expensive plants and garden ornaments, in a context of even more expensive 
landscaping, signifies prosperity. 

The display function of suburban front yards has had a long history. 
George Seddon described how the classical Australian nineteenth century to 
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mid-twentieth century suburban garden was used in the back and displayed 
in the front. In more recent years garden researchers have suggested that 
the function of western suburban gardens has shifted from the dichotomy 
of display and production to a form of private consumption dedicated 
to social relationships and connection to nature. The increasing number 
of tall front walls in suburbia does indicate such a change, as does the 
relatively high proportion of suburban blocks with the same style of garden 
in back and front. However, the change has certainly not been complete. 
For example, in Hobart in 2005, Grant Daniels and I showed that almost 
a quarter of the l 07 gardens we surveyed fitted the display in the front, 

Privacy by palm) Darwin 
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productive in the back model and a further 10 percent were showier in the 
front than in the back. 

The propagation of garden taste in western societies takes place as 
much through the communication media as by personal interaction. Socially 
stratified garden fashion is both reflected and created through magazines, 
garden sections in papers, radio programs, television programs and the 
internet. Different social groups access different sources of information from 
the mass media, thereby leading to different expressions of garden fashion. 
Those who only access Yates Gardening Guide are likely to have very different 
gardens to those who belong to the Garden History Society, in response to 
very different images of the nature of an ideal garden. 

David Bowie was the most prominent early wearer of a hairstyle called the 
mullet, short at the sides and the front, and long at the back. Today the mullet 
is a marker of the rougher element in society, while the extremely short hair 
that undecorated the rougher element in the time of David Bowie's musical 
peak is now a marker of the creative class. At the time of the inception of the 
mullet, native gardens were a marker of the creative class in the larger cities 
of southern Australia. Now it is rare to find a working class garden without 
at least one native shrub, while, in many of the most expensive suburbs native 
plants are mostly abjured. Waves of garden fashion move through social classes 
in the same way as waves of hair styles and interior decoration. These waves 
tend to have the most effect on those most subject to fashion, largely the 
relatively young. As people age they tend to get distracted from fashion by 
careers, families and mortgages. In a youth-worshipping society, such as that 
of the United States or Australia, they also tend to be nostalgic about their 
prime. For these, and possibly other reasons, there are many in their sixties 
still sporting bodgie haircuts a la Elvis, and many in their fifties resembling 
wrinkled Beatles, although the mullet has been strangely less persistent among 
males in their forties, who prefer to remember their youth through rings in 
one ear. The f~shionable gardens of the prime period of home establishment 
equally tend to persist until the departure of the gardener. 
· Fashion is a peculiar thing- people seek to differentiate themselves as 

fashionable, while conforming to ridiculous extremes. Things that were once 
thought ugly are declared as beautiful, while those thought of as sublime 
become ugly. Once enough people are fashiqnable, they no longer are. Once 
a fashion is in terminal decline due to its popularity, a new fashion can arise, 
sometimes through originality, more often through recycling. An example 
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of recycling is the resurg~nce of the vegetable garden, unfashionable in the 
nineteen fifties and sixties, but now fashionable, verging on unfashionable, for 
both its utilitarian and aesthetic qualities. An example of emerging originality 
is the extensive use of grasses as features in garden beds. 

Fashion is reinforced by the imperatives of a society that is constructed in 
such a way that a decline in the rate of growth in the consumption of goods 
and services is regarded as a disaster. The new is valued because the old is 
discarded before its use-by date, and the new is purchased. Once you have an 
all white or cottage garden established, you are not going to buy many more 
plants, unless you can be persuaded that heritage roses, or black gardens, 
are now the thing. Most means of communication make their profits from 
advertising, which largely has the aim of making people dissatisfied enough 
with what they have and do at the moment to spend more money in the 
never-ending search for consumptive epiphany. New species, varieties and 
cultivars of plants are constantly sought by the nursery industry, to replace 
those that have reached market satiation. New ways of charging money for 
activities previously the full province of the domestic gardener are also sought 
by the ~ardening industry as a whole. 

The legacy of Capability Brown 



The garden design and maintenance industry has grown enormously 
in western countries in the last few decades. Paying or enslaving others to 
do the harder work in:volved in gardening has a long history. The Hanging 
Gardens of Babylon seem unlikely to have been planted or maintained by the 
zigguratholder, and large teams of gardeners were traditionally employed on 
English country estates. As anyone who has read the Blandings Castle series 
by P.G. Wodehouse will realize, employed gardeners tend to have their own 
ideas about how ~gs should be done. Garden designers and landscapers 
are actually paid to select and arrange the plants in gardens. They form 
the vanguard of garden fashion, with their creations featured in gardening 
magazines and on the television, which now has a show that purports to 
show a total domestic garden makeover in a weekend. This obviously creates 
the potential for faster garden fashion cycles. 

An early manifestation of fashion was the naturalistic garden associated 
with Capability Brown, a style of garden which still surrounds many temperate 
zone mansions with large grounds. The gardens of Capability Brown were 
an expression of a romantic reaction against the highly stylized gardens of 
the rich and powerful that dominated Europe in the seventeenth century. 
The reaction was achieved at the cost of much destruction of parterre, box 
hedges, avenues and orchards. Formality was out. 

Rusticity in the cottage garden 



Frank Cowell saw garden styles as artistic outcomes of the relative 
dominance of heart, hand and head in cultures. The heart perceives that which 
cannot be sensed, inspiring what Cowell calls ideational cultures. In times 
of plenty, worldliness overwhelms otherworldliness, leading to his 'sensate' 
pursuit of pleasure. In between the intellect produces a highly creative 
synthesis between the worldly and unworldly. He made a link between the 
dominance of religion in culture and formality in gardens, and a dominance 
of the secular and informality in gardens. · 

In the early nineteenth century in England, Loudon discriminated 
four styles of domestic garden. The 'ancient Roman, geometric, regular 
or architectural style' he saw as suited to both a wild or a highly organized 
landscape. Among gardens more natural in appearance he distinguished 
a picturesque style, distinguished by strong compositional features. His 
gardenesque style consisted of gardens designed for display with specimen 
plants and manicured lawns and beds that still abjured more angular geometry. 
His rustic style was equivalent to the cottage garden of today. 

In the popular garden books of today gardens are often similarly 
classified. The Readers Digest Encyclopaedia of Plants and Flowers mentions 
Italian-style and Japanese-style formal gardens, the romantic garden, the 
informal garden, the 'jardin sauvage', the semiformal garden and the cottage 
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garden. Strangely enough, it does not discriminate the gardenesque style, 
probably the most prevalent in contemporary suburbs, although this is 
probably equivalent to the semiformal garden. 

The world views and attitudes of gardeners have been shown to strongly 
influence the species composition of gardens as well as their styles. For a 
long time I had wanted to find out how attitudes to nature and gardens 
influenced the nature of gardens. I even applied to the Australian Research 
Council for money to support this work. The referees were contemptuous. 
How could anyone think that this was an important question compared to 
such weighty questions as whether nematodes had colour vision or not? Early 
in 2002 a gently-spoken, mature-age environmental studies student, Tad 
Zagorski, found his interests congruent with mine. Tad has a background 
in religion, New Guinea and horticulture. He is passionate about the bush 
and gardens, almost to the point of zealotry - the perfect person to find 
out the relationships between people's attitudes to gardens and the bush, 
the species composition of their gardens, and weeds in the bush. He talked 
with twenty-five gardeners who lived near the bush in Hobart, recorded 
the species present in their gardens and the species of exotics found in the 
adjacent bush. In this chapter I use his data in a case study of the relationships 
between attitudes and garden types. In a later chapter I use the results of 
his work when I look at the relationships between species in gar~ens and 
invaders in the bush. 

I manipulated species composition data from the twenty-five gardens 
to look for garden types, using quantitative techniques I usually use on data 
from native vegetation. There were four distinct types of garden. The best 
species to distinguish diff~rent types of gardens, like the best spouses, are both 
constant and faithful. A highly constant species occurs in most or all gardens 
of a type. A faithful species stays largely or completely within a type. 

There were relatively few constant and faithful species within the first 
garden type, the shrub garden. These were the banksia rose (Rosa banksiae), 
bottle brushes ( Callistemon spp.) and Grevillea 'Robyn Gordon'. Other 
common species were the tree fern ( Dicksonia antarctica), the diosma 
( Coleonema pulchrum), rosemary (Rosmarinus officinale), other species of 
Grevillea, Fuschia cultivars, Rosa cultivars, the daisy bush ( Ar;gyranthemum 
frutescens) and a Western Australian sarsparilla ( Hardenber;gia comptoniana). 
The only common local native in these relatively species-poor, shrub
dominated gardens was the tree fern. Attitudes expressed by these gardeners, 
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A shrub garden 

more than by other gardeners, were a desire for easy maintenance, a liking 
for a self-creating garden, a desire to attract birds and a fondness for different 
shades of green. Callistemon and Grevillea species are some of the most 
attractive shrubs for nectar-feeding birds, and the lack of any fussy herbs or 
bulbs makes for minimal gardening time. 

The shrub garden is the most popular type in Hobart front yards, 
varying from 40 percent of front gardens in the poorer suburbs, to 20 
percent in the medium income suburbs to 10 percent in the richest suburbs. 
However, the variable that best explains the proportion of shrub gardens in 
the suburbs of Hobart is the proportion of people with tertiary qualifications, 
not household income. The suburbs with the best-educated people have the 
lowest proportions of shrub gardens. The suburbs with low proportions of 
people with tertiary qualifications are dominated by such gardens. 

The second group, the native garden, was dominated by local native 
trees and large shrubs, the most constant and faithful of which were prickly 
mimosa (Acacia verticillata), white peppermint (Eucalyptus pulchella), black 
peppermint (Eucalyptus amygdalina), stringybark (Eucalyptus obliqua), 
bush peas ( Pultenaea daphnoides and P juniperina), Cyathodes glauca) 
Hakea teretifolia) H . lissosperma) Ozothamnus scutellifolius) Pimelea nivea 
and drooping she-oak (Allocasuarina verticillata). Two local native tussock 
species, Lomandra longifolia and Diplarrena moraea) were both faithful and 
constant, as was the local native herb, Goodenia lanata. Two rare Tasmanian 
native small shrubs, not found locally, were also constant and faithful in these 
gardens. One, Pimelea flava, has luminous golden green flowers. The other, 
Acacia siculiformis, is relatively nondescript. Surprisingly, the most constant 
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and faithful species in these gardens was a blue-foliaged Australian desert 
wattle, Acacia iteaphylla. Cherry plums ( Prunus cerasifera) were also highly 
constant and faithful, a product of the dispersal of their seed by birds. The 
only other highly constant species were local natives, the blackwood (Acacia 
melanoxylon) and the Tasman flax lily ( Dianella tasmanica). 

These were classical local native gardens, with many of the plants being 
retained when the house was built. The native gardeners had a set of attitudes 
<:=onsistent with their gardens. They were very much nativists by conviction, 
were strongly convinced of the need for habitat preservation, and were 
fascinated by the unique beauty and the complexity of native ecosystems. 
Several gardeners were proud that they lived for trees. They saw their gardens 
as interacting with the mountains that lay behind them. They no.ted that 
local native gardens required little maintenance and provided both privacy 
and space. 

A native garden 



In Hobart as a whole, the proportion of native front gardens varies from 
one third in high income suburbs with no reticulated water, to 18 percent in 
high income suburbs with reticulated water, to 9 percent in the poorest of 
suburbs and 7 percent in the medium income suburbs. The more complex 
of these native gardens seem to be associated with gardeners with tertiary 
qualifications, perhaps indicating that a complexity in cerebral processes is 
reflected in garden style. The incidence of simpler native gardens increases 
with the median household income of suburbs. 

The third type of garden proved immensely species-rich. Most were 
woodland gardens in an antipodean Robinson to Jekyll style. Tasmanian native 
species comprised many of the constant and faithful species in these gardens, 
mostly rainforest trees and shrubs, such as Ieatherwood ( Eucryphia lucida ), 
cheesewood (Pittosporum bicolor), native laurel (Anopterusglandulosus) and 
myrtle beech (Nothofagus cunninghamii). Constant and faithful exotic trees 
included Monterey pine (Pinus radiata ), ash ( Fraxinus angustifolia and F. 
excelsior), Betula pendula and Cryptomeria japonica. Attractively flowering 
exotic shrubs were also prominent among the constant and faithful species, 
including japonica ( Chaenomeles speciosa), Rhododendron fragrantissima, 
Camellia sasanqua, Philadelphus spp., Daphne odora, karume azaleas, 
Viburnum tinus and Ribes sanguineum. Among the constant and faithful 
exotic climbers were ivy (Hedera helix), Lonicera japonica and Clematis. 
Constant and faithful herbaceous border plants were numerous, including 
Lavendula angustifolia, Salvia officinal is, Dianthus spp., Vinca minor, Freesia 
spp., Convolvulus sabatius, Cyclamen persicum, Dig~talis purpurea, Helleborus 
orienta/is, Agapanthus orientalis, Kniphofta uvaria, Viola odorata, Erigeron 
karvinskianus, Geranium spp., Leucojum vernum and Hypericum spp. While 
not being particularly faithful, roses, forget-me-nots and blackberries occurred 
in all of these gardens. The gardeners in this group emphasized the beauty 
of gardens. They preferred a mixture of exotics and natives, and saw cultural 
value in their gardens, as well as seeing their gardens as part of a continuum 
from artifice to untamed wilderness. Although they saw themselves as having 
little time, they found hard work in their gardens highly satisfying. 

In Hobart suburbs without reticulated water the woodland garden is 
almost absent. It reaches its peak incidence of 30 percent in high income 
suburbs with reticulated water, constitutes 14 percent of the front gardens 
in medium income suburbs, and only 5 percent of front gardens in low 
income suburbs. Like the complex native garden, the incidence of the 
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woodland garden is best predicted by the proportion of people with tertiary 
education. 

None of the most constant and faithful species in the fourth group 
of gardens, was native to Australia, much less Hobart. A few were useful 
plants, such as Rubus idaeus and Ficus carica. Many were flowering shrubs, 
such as magnolias (Magnolia spp.), geraniums (Pela'fEonium spp.), stock 
( Cheiranthus spp. ), Buddleia davidii, Lavendula stoechas, Spiraea cantoniensis 
and Viburnum x burkwoodii 'Park Farm'. Others flowered in the interstices 
between shrubs, including Armeria maritima, Aquilegia vulgaris, Gladiolus 
communis and ginger lilies (Zingiber spp. ). Species of dubious fidelity, 
but complete constancy, included daffodils (Narcissus spp.), hydrangeas 
(Hydrangea macrophylla), bush daisies (Awyranthemum frutescens), ~dica 
azaleas, rhododendrons, roses and Camellia japonica. These gardens were 
well-manicured in the gardenesque style, with abundant well cut lawns. 
The gardeners saw their gardens as functional, therapeutic and colourful. 
They thought natives to be drab. People who have this style of garden do 
not usually dislike native vegetation, as in the cases of the Colonel and my 
mother. They just see gardens and the bush as very different things, not to 
be mixed. 

The gardenesque front yard is reasonably evenly spread among the 
four types of Hobart suburb, constituting 27% of the gardens in both the 
richer suburbs lacking reticulated water and the medium income suburbs, 

· and approximately 15% of the gardens in both the richer suburbs with 
reticulated water and the poorest of suburbs. Three different types of the 
gardenesque can be ·discriminated in Hobart. Complex flower gardens that 
lack productive plants are best predicted by household income, with a peak 
in the middle range. Flower and vegetable gardens, like complex native and 
woodland gardens, tend to be concentrated in suburbs with high levels of 
tertiary graduates. Coastal flower gardens, a type constituted of drought 
resistant, showy exotic plants, are associated with the suburbs that lack 
reticulated water. 

In the same way that personality is often reflected in items and styles of 
clothing, it may be possible to pick the nature of values and attitudes about 
gardens from the plants growing in gardens. I have attempted to do this by 
seeing which plants have the most similar distribution in gardens to each 
attitude or value. The relationships mostly make intuitive sense. They also 
make logical sense. For example, in the following list the few plants that 
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Woodland garden with recycling container 

Christina and I do not grow in our garden are associated with values that we 
do not share. These relationships could not be expected to all be universal, 
although some might be so. The obvious ones that could not be universal 
are those related to preference for natives or exotics. 

Gardeners who valued the functionality of their gardens tended to grow 
catmint ( Nepeta cataria). Those who valued the work involved in creating 
a garden tended to grow irises, thereby creating themselv~s much work. A 
dislike of garden maintenance was unsurprisingly associated with an exotic 
invasive broom, Genista monspessulana. Those who valued low maintenance · 
gardens grew manuka (Leptospermum scoparium). Those who had bush 
gardens because of the low amount of maintenance work had a local native 
tree, the blackwood (Acacia melanoxylon). Those who valued self-caring 
gardens grew Grevillea 'Clearview David'. 

Gardeners who valued the therapeutic values of gardens tended to 
grow Camellia japonica. Those who highly valued colour in their gardens 
appropriately cultivated rock roses ( Cistus spp. ), then put on their sun 
glasses. The gardens of those who liked a range of greens in their garden 
were marked by the native cherry (Exocarpos cupressiformis), a species with 
yellow green foliage that is necessarily self sown, as no-one has managed 
to germinate its seed. Gardeners who valued the cultural associations of 
plants grew a lavender, Lavendula angustifolia, reflecting the lavender and 
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lace colonial image of Tasmania. A high regard for the aesthetic qualities 
of gardens was associated with the beautiful, albeit invasive, herb, Erigeron 
karvinskianus. The valuing of romance and sensibility in gardens was marked 
by the presence of the fragrant lily-of-the-valley ( Convallaria majalis), a 
fitting association. An identification of the educational value of gardens was 
associated with Viola odorata_. Those who mentioned privacy as a valuable 
attribute of their gardens tended to grow holly (Ilex aquifolium), a suitably 
dense and prickly tree. 

The gardeners who valued birds grew the nectar-producing grevilleas. 
Lawns were strongly disliked by some gardeners, who mysteriously mostly . 
grew a mainland Australian wattle, Acacia boormanii. Gardeners who 
expressed dislike for the destructive brush-tailed possum had cedars in their 
gardens. These trees provide great nesting places for possums. Gardeners 
who preferred exotic plants to natives grew p!gfaces ( Carpobrotus spp. ), 
presumably the South Mrican C. aequilateralis rather than the highly 
similar Australian native, C. rossii. Those who believed that native plants 
lack colour grew gingers (Zingiberspp.) . Those who preferred natives grew 
prickly box (Bursaria spinosa), a species abhorred by graziers in its native 
Australia, but valued for its perfumed flowers in England. Those who 
found natives morphologically fascinating grew the rare ploughshare wattle 
(Acacia gunnii). Those who valued the uniqueness of the local natives 
grew the Tasman flax lily. The gardeners who lived for trees grew a local 
native s~ub, Grevillea australis. Those who believed that the bush should 
be preserved had a Tasmanian endemic daisy shrub, Bedfordia linearis, in 
their gardens. Those who valued the interaction of their gardens with the 
wild Mount Wellington cultivated another local native daisy bush, common 
on the mountain, Olearia phlogopappa. Paradoxically, gardeners who saw 
their handiwork as an extension of the bush were associated with the exotic 
cypress ( Cupressus spp. ). 

This chapter has been devoted to the more common types of domestic 
garden, types largely uninfluenced by explicit ideologies, except for nativism, 
which will be examined in more detail in the following chapter, along with 
alternative ideologies, such as permaculture and organic gardening, not 
manifested in Tad's Hobart gardens. 
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The gardenesque style 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
~ 

Nature or nurture? 
The radical ecology of gardens 

Nazis and nativism 

In 1994, Michael Pollan, a garden writer of considerable felicity and insight, 
argued in The New York Times Magazine that the current attack on alien 
species in American gardens was ideology masquerading as science. He 
found it hard to believe that scientifically based concern about aliens invading 
native bush was the only motivation behind what he called 'the current 
fashion for natural gardening and native plants in America'. Rather, he saw 
the fashion as possibly reflecting political anxieties about immigration and a 
trend towards isolationism. He pointed out that there was a strong natural 
gardening movement in Nazi Germany, 'founded on nationalistic and racist 
ideas that were often cloaked in scientific jargon'. 

Also in 1994, Paul Nanninga, Paul Dann and Haikai Tane, from the 
Environmental Conservation Organisation in Canberra, the capital of 
Australia, in a paper in the Proceedings of the National Greening Australia 
Conference, regretted the tendency towards nativism in Australia, as expressed 
in extremis by some outspoken people who had suggested that native plants 
should have been used rather than exotics in the annual flower festival. 
They stated that: ' ... nativism demands everything must be native, a form of 
botanical apartheid reminiscent of the White Australia Policy'. The White 
Australia Policy excluded coloured people from immigration to the country, 
coloured being interpreted broadly to include all those of non-European 
ancestry, even the very white and hairy Ainu of Japan. 

The fascist/racist by analogy argument is a poor one. First year 
philosophy students are taught to recognize the simple logical fallacy it 
exemplifies. "Bananas are yellow, this is yellow, therefore this is a banana" is 
a bad way to identify lemons. Hitler was a vegetarian, had a moustache, was 
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fond of dogs and lived in a de facto relationship, as well as growing German 
native plants and being responsible for killing millions of people. 

Native plants are very scarce in gardens in those parts of the western 
world where people vote for the most racist of our present politicians. At 
the beginning of the second Gregorian millenium, there are relatively few 
native gardeners who are redneck fascists, the garden taste of the latter, in 
Australia at least, more usually consisting of brightly coloured exotic flowers 
and rusting machinery. The cadre of nativists tend to be sensitive souls with 
a strong sense of place. Few things are better discriminated by a place than 
the plants native to it. 

The logical failures of Pollan and others perhaps reflect their passion for 
traditional gardening practice, which involves increasing numbers of species of 
plants from all around the world, and their fear that a nativist ideology might 
affect their choices of plants through imposing regulation of importation 
and cultivation. This fear has been expressed to me by several garden people 
whose small nurseries or market stalls I frequent. It is not paranoid. One 
gardener I know was fined for posting himself Alstroemeria tubers from 
South America. Another awaits the freeing of the seed of a perennial blue
flowered Meconopsis from Customs. She sees it as highly unlikely to escape 
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into the bush, but perceives that it would not be such a bad thing if it did. 
Passionate gardeners do not like their palette to have a restricted colour 
range. Being one such gardener, I sympathize with this point of view, but 
the conservationist part of me does not like men plants in native vegetation, 
no matter how pretty they are, or how well they blend in. I have a marginally 
stronger devotion to maintaining the variety of life than to improving the 
aesthetics of gardens. 

All around the world, native vegetation is being invaded by plant species 
that evolved elsewhere. As Tim Low and others have so well documented, 
large numbers of these invading plant species were introduced deliberately 
as garden subjects. In some cases, these bush-invading exotic plants have the 
potential to eliminate some native species, therefore lowering total global 
biological diversity as well as the distinctiveness of places. It has proven not 
to be possible to reliably predict which of the many introduced garden plants 
are likely to threaten native biological diversity, or even invade the bush. The 
best predictor has proven to be a history of invasion elsewhere. However, 
this is not necessarily of much use, as garden plants can sit quiescently for 
decades, before embarking on a bush adventure. Such was the case with 
Mimosa pigra, a prickly Mrican pea shrub, which behaved itself in Darwin 
for more than forty years before threatening to overwhelm the flood plains 
of northern Australia. · 

Given that there are real biological conservation problems associated 
with introduced species, and no certain way of predicting which introductions 
are likely to be a problem, lots of people, i.p.cluding our cadre of sensitive 
nativists and myself, argue that every effort should be made to minimize 
further movement of plants across natural dispersal barriers, which may be 
within, as well as between, countries. After all, we have more than 25,000 
plant species that could be grown in gardens that are already in Australia, with 
many more available in places like the United States, east Asia, South Mrica 
and Europe. As much as being precautionary with potential new entrants 
to any State, we need to keep a close eye on those already admitted. If we 
do not catch new weeds in the early stage of takeoff, we cannot stop them. 

Some of our cadre take the argument against new introductions further, 
suggesting that only by solely growing local provenances of local native 
plants can we be fully assured that no exotic plant will spring from our 
gardens and devour our bush. This extension of the argument ignores the 
failure in any one locality of most introduced garden plants, over centuries 
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to millenia, to invade even the adjacent vacant lot, much less the bush. Some 
are worried that there will be hybridization between local species and closely 
related species or between the local provenance and an exotic provenance of 
the same species, resulting in vigorous invasion potential. If the species or 
provenances have not been isolated by long-term dispersal barriers, this seems 
an unlikely eventuality, as the main reason that different provenances and 
species exist is natural selection of attributes that fit them to a place. When 
different provenances of the same species are grown together at all of their 
locations, the local one prevails, if not immediately, then in low probability 
climatic conditions, such as extreme drought or frost. In contrast, there 
are several well-documented cases in the scientific literature of species from 
other botanical realms performing much better than the native species when 
planted together on the same sites. 

While some of the ecological arguments for very local nativism may 
not be valid, the need for a sense of place that underlies these arguments 
is very real. My childhood and adolescence was lived in a place at the crest 
of the growthist -wave. Market garden turned to school, stream to buried 
drain, swamp to subdivision. There were few anchors. All was new except the 
eternal sky, now scratched with planes, one or two surviving local eucalypts, 
and one .or two small native herbs that achieved refuge in lawns. Landmarks 
and houses rose and fell, trees were planted and cut down, but like did not 
replace like, as in the· cycles of nature. Even in the slow time of childhood I 

Light-drenched dry sclerophyll bush, Tasman Peninsula, Tasmania 
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noticed the contrast between the relative constancy of Macedon, where my 
grandparents lived, and the flux of Moorabbin, a contrast now reversed, as 
Moorabbin temporarily stagnates and the wave of progress scours the foothills 
ofMt Macedon. My attachment to the native vegetation of Australia could not 
arise from the· denatured hearth of my parents, but did arise from Macedon, 
Lorne, Mt Buffalo, Merimbula, the places where our holidays were taken. 
Dry eucalypt forest entered my soul, where it still resides supreme, resisting 
usurpation by crass rainforest and tall trees, and even by delicate alpine 
cushion plant mosaics. I have reinforced my dry sclerophyll sense of place by 
having a local native corner in my garden, containing my companion tree, 
Eucalyptus globulus. The pastel untidiness of light-drenched dry sclerophyll 
bush may not appeal to most in the world of gardeners, but they are welcome 
to garden to confirm their own sense of place. Succulent Karroo gardens and 
soft Californian coastal sage scrub gardens beckon. 

In my case a local native garden involves frequent removal of the exotic 
plants that spring up under and between the natives, mostly from seed 
deposited in bird droppings. All native gardeners do not necessarily take 
such care. Five of our worst weeds for invading the bush and displacing 
natives ( Genista monspessulana) Chrysanthemoides monilifera) !lex aquifolium) 
Crataegus monogyna) Ulex europaeus) were more common in Tad's local 
native gardens than in the other three garden types. Another three of the really 
bad bush weeds (Rubus fruticosus) Cytisus scoparius) Cotoneaster spp.) were 

Ironbarks drenched by light near Bendigo) Victoria 
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most common in the other garden type with a large local native component, 
the woodland garden. Only one of the really bad weeds, Erica lusitanica, was 
most common in the shrub gardens, probably being mistaken for a native. 
In the native-challenged gardenesque style only second rate weeds attained 
their greatest proportionate abundance, these being ones reliant on human 
disturbance of bush for entry, mostly pretty flowers., like honesty (Lunaria 
annua) and foxgloves (Digitalispurpurea). The few gardeners in Tad's survey 
who dared tell him that having a nice garden might be more important than 
having garden plants in the bush are not the problem, being all gardenesque 
stylists. The major problem gardeners for weed invasion of the bush turn 
out to be some of those most devoted to its future, but with little time, or 
inclination, for weeding. That is, of course, if one assumes that the weeds 
move from the gardens to the bush, and not vice-versa. 

Tad found that weeds in the bush were not all associated with weeds in 
the adjacent gardens. The weeds that occurred in the bush only when they 
were in the garden next to the bush were those that did not travel far by wind 
or bird carriage. The nasty weeds with good adaptations for long distance 
dispersal were probably invading gardens from the bush as much as the bush 
from gardens, as there was no association between their occurrence in the 
bush and in adjacent gardens. An earlier honours student of mine than Tad, 
Andrew Zacharek, had placed trays on the ground under bird perches in the 
bush at different distances from the sources of the seed of the weed he was 
studying, which was cotoneaster. He found bird droppings with cotoneaster 
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seeds up to 400 metres from gardens. They could obviously travel400 metres 
in the reverse direction, if they happened to be in the bush, but not in the 
gardens. The native cherry certainly travels this distance into town. 

The implication of all this wonderful research is that there is little point 
in any single gardener getting rid of well-dispersed bush weeds, unless the 
weeds are also removed from a substantial area of adjacent bush and gardens. 
This conclusion-makes me feel much better about keeping sweet pittosporum 
( Pittosporum undulatum) trees in our garden. I would miss the sweet orange 
scent of their profuse flowers and their spreading crowns if everyone did get 
together in order to prevent one or two plants getting established in the 
nearby dry rainforest gully. I would be much happier to sacrifice the few 
cotoneaster bushes I have kept to maintain privacy, because !.have seen them 
make a mess of local bush. 

In places where gardens abound, nature conservation is often more 
complicated than removing exotic plants from bush and gardens. In fact, 
in some circumstances, the retention of exotic plants may be important in 
the maintenance of populations of threatened native species. This is the case 
on the Domain, a seminatural park in the middle of Hobart, where two 
threatened plant species are largely confined to the zone of competition 
suppression under planted cedar, pine and fir trees. They would have been 
more extensive on the area now called the Domain before the European 
invasion, when it was grazed by native animals. The kangaroos, wallabies 
and wombats did not survive urbanization. Their absence has allowed the 
palatable perennial tussocks to cover most or all of the ground for most of 
the time. Both threatened plant species require freedom from above ground 

· competition for establishment and survival. This is now best provided by 
exotics. 

Even at the individual garden scale, rare or threatened plants can be 
found in strange places. In our garden we have a rare native cress, Lepidium 
pseudotasmanicum and a rare annual daisy, Cotula australis. The former is 
most common in our vegetable garden, while the latter likes dry competition
free places. I recently s~w an individual of Cotula australis growing on the 
sandstone step leading into our dentist, in the middle of the city. 

The story is often the same with rare or threatened animals. Eastern 
barred bandicoots shelter in gorse bushes and feed on invertebrates in 
domestic lawns. Swift parrots love nothing better than the nectar from a 
well-fertilized and well-watered Tasmanian blue gum (Eucalyptusglobulus). 
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The nectar resources provided by winter-flowering exotics in Hobart gardens 
support much larger populations of Tasmanian endemic birds than can be 
found on mountains without a city at their base. 

As I pointed out in A Continent Transformed) and Tim Low reinforced 
in The New Nature) .we need to concentrate on the actions necessary to 
maintain as many species as possible on the planet, not solely on trying to 
resurrect notionally natural ecosystems. Our gardens may have the potential 
to help maintain species that would otherwise become extinct. If they are not 
native to the area, or require plants or animals not native to the area, who 
cares? If sparrows are handing in their dinner pails en masse in Europe, why 
begrudge the happy group of them that help our chooks dispose of their feed 
in Tasmania? Why not plant a group of individuals of parrots beaks ( Clianthus 
puniceus), a shrub species extinct in.the wild in its native New Zealand, or a 
dawn redwood, or a nondescript threatened herb? They may like your garden, 
and might survive there. Even if they do not, the attempt will make you feel 
good. However, it might be a good idea to remind yourself, as you stake 
your dawn red woo~, that the best way of conserving most threatened species 
is to ensure that their natural habitats survive. Gardening can help in nature 
conservation, but is no substitute for maintaining nature, and managing it, 
where necessary, for the benefit ~f the most threatened species. 

Food ideologies in gardens 

Conservation concerns have been relatively recently classified into green 
and brown issues. Green issues are the ones that concern nativists. They 
want natural environments, native species and wilderness now and for the 
future. Green greens are a bit of a nuisance, as there is not much money 
to be made out of keeping things the same, and lots of money to be made 
converting nature into consumer not very durables. Clean air and water are 
different issues, offering the prospect of ongoing enforced obsolescence of 
existing plant and products, and exciting new products. It is not surprising 
in this context that air and water tend to get cleaner as societies get more 
prosperous. Sustainable agriculture, another brown issue, has proven a bit 
more challenging. The problem is that increasing the likelihood of our 
agricultural systems being able to produce in the future means learning 
from the past, thus threatening the very foundations of our society. Horse 
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Kangaroos, worried about urbanization 

dung and garlic spray just do not have the commercial excitement of aerially 
spread industrial fertilizers and pesticides. Sickles may be perceived to lack 
the potential profitability of giant industrial combine harvesters. A reversion 
to sustainable agricultural systems might also reverse the de-skilling of paid 
work. It might even pose occupational health and safety concerns, horse 
dung being the source of tetanus that it is. 

Unfortunately, organic food is so popular in this millenium, among 
those with money to spend, that high technology agricultural products, 
like GE soya, can only be forced on the uncool, in their television-induced 
trances, and starving Mricans, and the latter seem reluctant to ingest. The 
process of conversion of land from agriculture based on industrial chemical 
inputs to organic agriculture is well under way in several European countries. 
Governments and industry are furiously trying to redefine 'organic', the 
most notable attempt being in the United States where new guidelines were 
proposed by the Federal Department of Agriculture. These included the 
acceptability of sewerage sludge as an organic fertilizer and punishment for 
using the word 'organic' to refer to food produced under stricter guidelines. 
When some governments do not like something, they sometimes try to define 
it out of existence in legislated 'newspeak'. 

My grandparents on my mother's side lived on farms near Ballarat·in 
Victoria during their childhoods. Their parents engaged in organic agriculture, 
not because of a fear of'chemicals', or a feeling of oneness with the land, or 
a niche-marketing opportunity, but because there was no choice. Almost all 
agriculture was organic in the strict modern definition of the term. During 
their lifetimes, the internal combustion engine, planes, synthetic fertilizers, 
synthetic pesticides and herbicides, and antibiotics were invented and widely 
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used in the new industrial agriculture. My grandparents only caught the 
beginnings of computers and transgenic engineering. These technological 
developments enabled the depopulation of the western countryside, so that 
people could have happier lives passing paper and electronic impulses to each 
other in the cities than shifting muck in the bush. 

My parents, like many others in the western world, postponed having 
children until the end of the Second World War. I was at the vanguard of 
the resultant baby boom; having resulted from an insemination in the mid 
summer of 1946. My parents' generation appreciated the prosperity and 
peace of the fifties. Having experienced severe economic depression in the 
1930s and global conflict, seasoned with genocide, in the 1940s, even atomic 
bombs may have looked good, much more the achievements of industrial 
agriculture. We used to regularly visit dams on our country drives, these 
being a symbol of economic development and prosperity. 

By the mid nineteen-sixties the children without memories of depression 
and war, but with ingrained fear of atomic oblivion, had become old 
enough to create difficulties for their much-battered elders. It was a time 

Father at Mt Buffalo) 1946 
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for repudiation of old values, and the taking up of older ones. Anticipating 
an Armageddon caused by the obviously dippy technology-worshipping 
generation of their parents, hippies scattered to the hills that industrial farmers 
had abandoned, searching for an alternative lifestyle. They built geodesic 
dome chook sheds, gabled houses with stained glass windows, very public 
toilets and vegetable gardens. 

One such place of conspicuous retreat from conspicuous consumption 
was a hidden valley in the Great Western Tiers of Tasmania, called J ackeys 
Marsh. In the early 1990s I supervised an honours student, Fiona Coates, who 
lived in J ackeys Marsh, by then an epicentre of conflicts between those who 
would leave most forests uncut and those who would not. She rented a small 
alternative house in a clearing in the middle of the bush. An empty, ferociously 
protected enclosure, and numerous wallaby and possum droppings, were all 
that remained of a garden, built by David Holmgren two decades before. 
Here, David had undertaken some of his first experiments with his brainchild, 
permaculture, an alternative gardening and lifestyle movement that has since 
spread from Tasmania to much of the rest of the world. 

Permaculture is very much a repudiation of industrial farming. Its 
proponents aim towards local self-sufficiency, not export. They aim for 
diversity, rather than monoculture. They seek to build up ecological linkages 
and cycling within the productive garden system, rather than consuming 
resources, then producing rubbish. They aim to fit production into the site, 
through careful design, rather than fitting the site to production. Basically, 
permaculture takes the small peasant farm, and throws in a few lofty principles 
and precepts, some highly worthwhile design principles, and ecological and 
design jargon, to create 'think it and do it yourself' manuals for agricultural 
sustainability in your backyard, and front garden, and house. 

When I stayed in Jackeys Marsh in Fiona's house, just down the dirt 
track from the past Holmgren abode was the dwelling ofJ ohn Robin. At the 
time he was short, stocky and strong with a mass of long curly hair, a motor 
bike and a collection of botanical books. John was one of the founders of 
the ecological horticulture movement, an extreme form · of local nativism. 
His house was built among myrtles (Nothofagus cunninghamii), and his 
lawn consisted of marsupially mown native grasses and rushes, in a space 
among the trees that was possibly caused by past clearing. However, even 
John allowed himself one non-local native plant, a Richea dracophylla from 
southeastern Tasmania, planted near his door. . 
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In the early days of permaculture John and others were upset by many 
of the specific suggestions made by David Holmgren and Bill Mollison in 
their Permaculture One and Permaculture Two manuals and were not afraid 
to say so in public. The permaculturalists were particularly fond of shrubby 
legumes, which have the virtue of improving the nitrogen status of the soil 
for an agriculturalist, but the disability of improving the nitrogen· status of 
the soil for a nature conservationist. Some of these recommended legumes 
were highly invasive species that had destroyed much bush in Australia. The 
permaculturalists were encouraging their cultivation in the very areas in which 
they were likely to do most damage. 

In the early 1990s this tension between brown and green conservationists 
was still very much alive in Jackeys Marsh. John's neighbour was an immigrant 
"'German who actually grew food in an almost permacultural sort of way. He 
objected to John piping water from their mutual stream on the grounds 
that it violated the principles of ecological horticulture that John wished to 
impose upon him. At least they were united in their opposition to logging 
on the slopes of the valley. It has been fortunate that green revolutionaries 
do not seem to want to kill each other, unlike the Bolsheviks and Mensheviks 
in the red revolution in Russia. 

Since their early days, the permaculturalists have cleaned up their act to 
a certain degree. In his Introduction to Permaculture, Bill Mollison states that 
one of the 'ways that we can implement the earth care ethics in our own lives 
... (is to) where possible use species native to the area,_ or those naturalised 
species known to be beneficial. The thoughtless introduction of potentially 
invasive species may upset natural balances in your home area.' True enough, 
although, later in the book, invasive weeds are included in a list of potential 
permacultural plants, without comment on their imperial propensities. Th~re 
is also an ongoing emphasis on the minimum use of land for production for 
humans, to allow the rest of nature a go. However, whether nature gets a 
go or not depends on the number of humans, as well as the nature of their 
agricultural systems. 

The major ecological impact of the alternative agricultural attempts 
in J ackeys Marsh was the release of goats into the adjacent Central Plateau 
wilderness, as alternative people were forced to abandon their small-holdings 
in face _of the diffic.ulty of keeping themselves alive from the land. It is _not 
easy being a latter-day peasant farmer, especially if you are not prepared to kill 
the local competition. It is not easy to kill wild goats either, and they do an 
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· amazing amount of damage in vegetation not adapted to their shrub-eating 
ways. These innocent animals were finally very expensively destroyed through 
the use of radio tracking ofJudas goats and high powered rifles. 

Permaculture inspires the young and inexperienced, with its mixture of 
high principle and detailed prescription. Its implementation,. as in J ackeys 
Marsh, has proven far from easy, leaving many discouraged devotees. My 
son, Alistair, was one of these. He sold his apartment in a fashionable suburb 
in Melbourne and purchased a small acreage with two houses between 
Nimbin and The Channon in northeastern New South Wales, in the heart of 
alternative country. He and his then partner, James, were both accomplished 
and experienced gardeners, although only in their twenties. The block already 
had numerous tropical fruit trees planted by their predecessor, who had built 
the house they lived in as a meditation centre. Remnants of the original 
rainforest survived on the block. However, most of the block was covered with 
tangled masses of the South American invader, Lantana camara, from which 
emerged the occasional recolonizing rainforest tree. The wildlife was striking. 
Pythons lived in the decaying meditation centre, which lacked windows, and 
one-metre-long speckled goannas, ·and other interesting animals, wandered 
in and out. I slept on the floor downstairs when I visited. I was woken by a 
scream in the middle of the night - a goanna had just killed a bush rat in 
t:l_J.e kitchen. Life was good in lots of other ways. Groups of young refugees 
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from the cities would get together in the evening and flame. Flaming consists 
of making complicated light patterns using metal sticks lighted at both ends. 
It was more interesting than television, which was not a possibility anyway, 
because of a lack of electricity. 

It was easy for Alistair and James to grow food plants. It rained 
frequently and the soil was a rich red volcanic loam. Actually getting to eat 
food plants before they were consumed by the local fauna was the problem, 
as was a lack of income in an area more noted for drug sales in the streets 
than conventional employment opportunities. James left_. Alistair left. My 
daughter, Nonie, tried it. She left. 

While there are some cases of successful individual permaculture 
operations in the western world, they generally rely on sober older people, a 
source of outside income, and voluntary outside labour, such as that provided 
by Willing Workers On Organic Farms. Taxes and rates do not disappear 
entirely, just because you are self-sufficient. While permaculture may be just 
possible on country blocks where rainfall is high and soils fertile, I suspect 
that self-contained subsistence farming on even a large suburban block is 
not possible. If it were possible and popular, the incidence of heavy-metal 
poisoning might increase, as the soil and air of many suburbs are grossly 
polluted by traffic and industry, and heavy metals can be concentrated in 
some foods. 

Being a subsistence farmer has historically been not all that great. The 
skeletons of people from agricultural societies tended to be smaller, and 
show more evidence of disease; than the skeletons of gatherers and hunters, 
or those of people fortunate enough to have been born in rich countries 
in the twentieth century. On the other hand, there is not much of a long 
term future in industrial agriculture, which uses fossil energy to produce 
food and fibre, causes accelerated soil erosion, induces soil salinization and 
acidification, drenches the landscape with an exciting potpourri of poisons, 
and, now, is in the process of producing novel self-sustaining species. If you 
thought that atomic fission for weaponry and power production was madness, 
consider the duration of the results of a genetic-engineering Chernobyl. We 
are told that the average species lives a million years. Half-life of plutonium 
eat your heart out. 

Murray Bookchin wrote of ecologically sound ruralized, anarchist future 
before the word permaculture emerged from electric impulses between the 
synapses of the brain of David Holmgren. He saw a potential to take what 
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Ivan Illich called convivial technologies and incorporate them in localized 
production systems within societies in which responsibility and power were 
not separated. The organic movement, with its philosophy of caring for the 
soil first, also has a longer history than permaculture. Organic producers 
have developed standards of behaviours, inputs and outputs for certification 
purposes. The non-government organizations that manage this certification 
are now trusted by the public more than governments, agribusinesses and 
agricultural scientists, some of whom are perceived to care more about 

. profits than people. 
Urban organic gardeners I have known have an amazing capacity to 

collect waste organic matter from the outside. Horse manure is one of the 
most prized catches, organic gardening being partly parasitic on the racing 
industry and adolescent girls. Marine algae is also very much prized, in the 
tradition of the lazy beds of western Ireland. I often wondered what would 
happen if a greater proportion of the gardening population grew organic 
vegetables and fruit. Thanks to our personal gardening style, and a television 
gardening program, I can now quantify the difference. I look at our vegetables 
and fruit, produced not only organically, but also without the benefit of any 
more external inputs than come from our vegetarian diet, and compare them 
with the outputs of the organic vegetable and fruit garden created by Peter 
Cundall at the Royal Tasmanian Botaillcal Gardens, where truck loads of 
manure, blood and bone, hay and compost are used to prepare the beds. 
There is a qualitative difference in the size and abundance of edible outcomes. 
His cabbages could be used by the dam busters. Ours could substitute for 
cricket balls or baseballs. 

Permaculture, eco-anarchism and organic production have all motivated 
people to produce their own food within gardens, as well as influencing 
the ways in which people do it. However, I strongly suspect that the most 
productive urban gardens are those that are created in the ways that have been 
handed down the generations in particular cultures, like those of the Italians 
and Greeks in Melbourne, with their trellises covered with grapevines and 
vegetables growing in the front yard, or the regimented traditional raised bed 
vegetable gardens and geometric orchards in the back yards of Australians 
of British descent. Yet, not all gardeners have access to such a productive 
heritage, and a mindful attempt to gain food from one's earth has many 
personal benefits beyond the food one might not be able to produce. 
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Spiritual gardening 

The Findhorn phenomenon was a spiritual approach to the same problem 
addressed by all of the above. The story involves a revelation in a British park 
from a spiritual being called a diva, who I visualize to be a little bit like Pan, 
and the amazingly successful growth of very large vegetables on a barren 
coastal sand dune dotted with hideous caravans in north Scotland, facilitated 
by a group of the selfsame divas. As there is some scientific evidence that 
the attitudes of carers, and their tastes in ml;lsic, affect the growth of captive 
plants this cannot be regarded as a totally unreasonable theory. It was certainly 
reasonable enough to be adopted by humans over most of the duration of 
our race, in the form of what we now call animist religions. Others have 
suspected that there may be connections between all of life that we can only 
perceive in puzzling outcomes, like the ability of dogs and cats to know when 
we will arrive home and the way new ideas appear contemporaneously in the 
minds of many people. If there are divas, there are probably also antidivas, 
who feed the growth of weeds on the energy derived from our hatred. Then 
again, the world may be divaless, with the large cabbages attributable to 
something else, like an old rubbish dump. 

More conventional spiritual beliefs can be expressed in gardens, often 
in the form of a profusion of religious symbols. In one garden, described 
by Jennifer Isaacs, an oversized head of Jesus Christ emerges from a sea of 
cacti. In another, the gods of ancient Greece flash their wares on many a 
plinth. In many personal paradises I have visited, there is an unobtrusive bit 
of pottery or metal, advancing, in poor poesy, the proposition that God likes 
to hang around gardens. 

Quirky gardens 

Not all radical gardens are expressions of conservation or religious beliefs. 
Radical hobbyists produce gardens massively garnished by one or many 
of shells, gnomes, Aborigines, Mexicans with donkeys, metal men and 
topiary dinosaurs, among many other expressions of human creativity. 
I remember one of these gardens that I admired as a child. Strategically 
placed on Point Nepean Road, it had a fantastic fairy castle and moat 
·that filled most of the front yard. Mrican animals, some squirting water, 
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fill a garden that I now admire on the Tasman Highway. While some 
might see such gardens as expressions of aggressive individuality and bad 
taste, I see them as a gift to society from radically generous householders. 

In conclusion 

In this chapter I have largely focused on green ideologies, which can .lead 
to strikingly different garden outcomes from each other and the rest of 
gardens. The rarity of the types of garden that express these ideolqgies 
suggests that there may be a dominant garden paradigm that is not at all 
green in the political sense or even quirky in the social sense. This raises the 
question, addressed in the next chapter of this book: how can one garden 
for, or against, one's economy? 

Garden shark and prey 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
~· 

The Economy or The Ecology 
The political ecology of gardening 

On originality in art 

Because of its wild beauty, intimacy, isolation, emptiness, slowness, 
inexpensiveness, and occasional outbreaks of good food and wine, many 
people of creative bent are moving to Tasmania. Peter Timms, the author/ 
editor of two sensitive books on nature and gardens, is a recent immigrant 
from Melbourne to Hobart. Within a seven kilometre radius from his house 
in Sandy Bay there lived two of the most accomplished photographers of 
nature that the world has produced since Ansel Adams, both inspired by 
the landscape and detail of the western Tasmanian wilderness, and both 
immigrants from the Baltic countries. 

Paradoxically, Olegas Truchanas worked for the very organisation, the 
Hydro Electric Commission (HEC), that was most devoted to destroying 
the wilderness he came to love, and worked to save through word and 
image. He died trapped beneath heavy water in th~ Gordon Splits, below 
the site of the largest dam that the HEC was then building. His body was 
discovered by the young Peter Dombrovskis, who had l~arnt photography, . 
bushcraft and canoeing from Olegas. Olegas had lost earlier photographs 
in the massive 1967 fire, when most of the bush, and many of the houses, 
in southeastern Tasmania burned, and many people and animals died. The 
book on Olegas Truchanas that the artist, Max Angus, created, using those 
images that survived that terrible February day, was used to good effect in 
raising community consciousness on the desirability of ceasing destructive 
development in western Tasmania, but all efforts were insufficient to save 
the Lake Pedder and Gordon River he loved. Lake Pedder was drowned in 
the early nineteen seventies, and the Gordon River became a power station 
drain. 
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A decade later, the images taken by Peter Dombrovskis helped prevent 
further destruction of beauty, wild rivers and wilderness by the HEC. I first 
met Peter when he asked me to do a voiceover for the mechanized slide shows 
of the wilderness that were touring the country as part of the campaign, and 
later I wrote exegeses for his calendars, diaries and books. He was a quiet, 
gentle man with a smile that contributed substantially to human well-being, 
and a devotion to extreme quality in his art, which included gardening. In 

·· the nineteen-nineties he died suddenly of heart failure, alone with his pack 
and camera, in the wild Western Arthur Range, after only five decades on 
the plcu:et. Many, including me, wept. 

In the Weekend Australian of 7-8 December 2002, Peter Timms 
reviewed one of the legacies of the life of Peter Dombrovskis, an exhibition by 
the recipients of the Premier's Dombrovskis Award for Nature Photography. 
He noted the cognitive dissonance of a politician, devoted to the destruction 
of nature for economic growth, sponsoring and opening ·a celebration 
of the wild, and expressed a desire for a change from the overly familiar 
wilderness photography genre to original ways that 'surprise and unsettle'. 
His suggestion for surpris·e and unsettlement was to include people in 
photographs of nature. 

Peter Timms appears to see art only in innovation. I do not know 
whether he consciously believes in progress, but without innovation there 
is none of it. I find it hard to believe that, in any genre of artistic endeavour, 
perfection has been attained, or is attainable. I find it easier to believe, that, 
within the constraints of any genre, there is an infinity of expression and an 
infinity of near perfections. One of the constraints of nature photography 
is in its subject - nature, defined in the narrow sense to exclude humans 
from the depiction end of the process. As Peter Timms points out, this is 
ideological art, blessed by its importance as a positive aspect of the negative 
politics of protecting nature. Perhaps its relative constancy in form and 
expression is an artistic affirmation of a constancy in the landscape that is the 
goal of those espousing the ideology. Many of the published photographs of 
Ole gas Truchanas, and some of the early photographs of Peter Dombrovskis 
contain~d human beings or their artefacts. However, by the end of his life 
even the garden photographs of Peter Dombrovskis celebrated plants, rather 
than people. Perhaps they say that we undervalue nature, rather than we 
overvalue people. Perhaps that message is more important than a new wave 
destined to become old swash. 
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On economic growth 

The aberrant ideology of art over the history of our species has been the quest 
for the new, just as the aberrant ideology of society might be considered the 
same idea of progress. Over most of the life of our species individuals have 
reasonably expected that the lives of their grandchildren would be very similar 
to those of their grandparents, down to the style and technology of bark 
paintings. During the last few centuries this expectation ha:s been violated 
to such an extent within European cultures that normality is regarded as 
exponentially increasing change. Our institutions have evolved to facilitate 
this misconception of the possibilities of living on the earth. Political and 
economic structures and goals scream short term. Our mass-published 
pundits despair when the rate of growth of their god, The Economy, is 
stagnant or declines, or when misguided people want to place obstacles in 
the way of technological developments, like genetic engineering, that promise 
to stimulate divine growth. Like P.J. O'Rourke, they are puzzled that the 
misguided cannot see that growth and change are overwhelmingly beneficial 
to the people of the world. 

I, also like P.J. O'Rourke, dimly remember the late nineteen-~ixties and 
early seventies. The 'dimly' in the previous sentence relates to a personal 
presentation compromise in the light of the aphorism: 'if you remember the 
sixties you weren't there'. At this time, people like Ivan Illich, E.J. Mishan 
and Herman Daly were writing about the undesirability of economic growth 
past the point of providing adequate sustenance and shelter. 

Ivan Illich had many great ideas. One of my favorites is the proposition 
that the speed of personal travel is unaffected by technological advance. 
Thus, if you added the time needed to earn the money to eat up distance 
in a supersonic aircraft to the time swishing through the stratosphere, you 
might just as well have walked. If you had walked you would have got aerobic 
exercise, would have met some interesting people (e.g. Mghani bandits), 
and would have seen some interesting countryside (e.g. the Thar Desert). 
You would have avoided solar irradiation through the thin walls of the craft, 
and would not have had to sit next to a businessman working a personal 
computer, or had to eat aircraft food. If everyone who used supersonic 
aircraft had walked they would not have got as sunburned while walking as 
otherwise, as the depletion of the ozone layer due to these aircraft would 
not have occurred. 
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As was his wont as a Catholic priest, Ivan Illich undertook a moral 
analysis of ec<?nomic growth, coming to the conclusion that it reduced 
equicy, social cohesion and conviviality, in other words, the good things 
of life. Clive Hamilton has recently summarized research that verifies the 
predictions of Illich. Since the nineteen-seventies the very gross domestic 
product of the United States and the United Kingdom has shot upwards at 
a rate moderately satisfying for politicians and pundits, while an economic 
index of well-being has done a dive. In the early nineteen-seventies it was an 
almost impossible task not to get a job in Australia. By the nineteen-eighties 
the order of difficulty reversed. The ones that suffered in the early ninete~n
seventies were my anarchist mates who preferred to open free shops and 
produce pamphlets rather than have paid jobs. There were, and are, relatively 
few such dedicated people. Now, a large proportion of the population who 
have been half convinced by the advertising industry that the meaning of 
life lies in consumption, and more consumption, cannot get work, and are 
blamed for not being able to get work, while most of us luxuriate in the 
warmth of our outdoor air-conditioners in the limited waking moments 
when we are not working. 

Despite the advertising industry, most people value family, friendship, 
community and nature way ahead of consumption. Gardening is the most 
popular recreation in the western world, and is exceeded as a preferred 
leisure-time option only by getting together with friends and family, often in 
a garden. Do a thought experiment. Would you rather be in a 1972 society, 
without mobile phone, personal computer, talking fridge and outdoor 
air-conditioning, but with plenty of time to be with others and garden, 
or would you rather cower behind your house defences against drug and 
unemployment-crazed thieves, alone in a cyborg relationship with net, web 
and your fridge, in the brief periods between work hours and mall visits? 
Really? I suppose it would be a bit hard to give up the talking fridge. 

Surely, in democracies, the way that we allocate and reward work is a 
social choice? In this context, the social choice to have lots of people working 
much less than they want to, at the same time as most work much more than 
they want to, appears on the surface to be vaguely mystifying. The mystery 
disappears when we realize that our governments are elected, short term, 
oligarchies (rule by the few), and that election requires advertising. Those 
most beloved of The Economy provide ready cash and free advertising for 
those politicians that they like most, placing the ruling subset of oligarchs 
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in thrall. The Economy likes efficiency in its use of the time of people, with 
the growth of the very gross domestic product bemg largely powered by 
making people work harder for less and substituting machines for people. 
Democratically elected governments cannot but agree with The Economy. 
After all, in the opinion of The Economy, if governments could not lead, 
we would be at the mercy of the emotions of the masses. 

The Buddhist approach to work promoted by Schumacher certainly has 
not taken off since the seventies. Work as a means to help oneself and others 
along the moral track to the blissful oblivion of Nirvana is becoming less 
and less available. Management and spin jobs, which admittedly approach 
Nirvana in its emptiness attribute, have been replacing doing and helping 
jobs, and the doing and helping jobs are increasingly doing and helping the 
ongoing fire sale of social relationships and the planet. 

Mishan and Daly presented some other reasons why economic growth 
was not the greatest of ideas. The one that it is a bit hard to refute is the 
argument from physics, possibly first presented by the gloom-monger 
Malthus in the early nineteenth century. This is the one that ends up with 
an expanding ball of human flesh and consumer durables, centred on the 
earth, consuming the universe at the speed of light. The point is, that once 
the speed of light is reached, The Economy will not be able to increase its 
rate of growth, thereby risking the induction of life-threatening depression in 
future economic pundits. The pundits of today do not care. They are either 
stoic in the light of the Keynesian observation that 'in the long term, we are 
all dead', or see the speed of light as a mere technical obstacle. 

Daly coined the phrase 'the invisible foot', in competition with the 
socially benevolent 'invisible hand', hardly used by Adam Smith, which is 
supposed to optimally allocate scarce resources among an excess of prospective 
users. The Economy is happiest when it can maximize the speed of extraction, 
use and disposal of resources. As the invisible hand of The Economy waves, 
people and nature are stomped by the invisible foot. Who cares, technological 
advance will solve all problems, cry the high priests of The Economy. 

Mishan pointed out that, if we did not spend more than two dollars in 
ten producing the things that would produce new things for consumption, 
we could use those two dollars for useful things now. Try using the notes as 
wall paper; there would be nothing to buy with them, reply the economic 
pundits. 

Both Mishan and Daly waxed eloquent on the subject of diminishing 
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marginal utility. This is not the decline in value of your atomic energy 
producer shares, but a well known phenomenon at domestic barbecues. 
Everyone really enjoys their first beer. They feel relaxed, their tongues loosen 
and everyone is a friend. They get lots of utility from their investment in one 
beer. By the tenth beer, a fight has broken out behind the hydrangeas, the 
young cousin from Milwaukee is donating his steak in part-processed form 
to the rhododendron, a divorce is in the offing and, worst of all, your great- · 
uncle is singing, making you reach for your semi-automatic. Utility certainly 
has declined, into disutility, by investment in the last beer. 

The threat of diminishing marginal utility to The Economy is that people 
and nations will become sated with consumption (no-one at the barbecue 
is going to survive to consume an eleventh beer) and therefore stop buying 

· things and services at the required exponentially increasing rate. The Economy 
has devised several ways to get around this serious problem. These ways were 
detailed by Baran and Sweezy as early as the nineteen-fifties. War is a great 
stopgap. All these expensive exploding things are produced, then as many can 
be exploded as you feel like. No problems with an oversupply of stocks, and, 
with any luck, the repairing of people and places will further stimulate The 
Economy. Planned obsolescence is also great for The Economy. You have to 
throw away a thing that could easily work perfectly well for a very long time, 
because the manufacturers no longer produce a cheap, but easily damaged, 
part of the thing, or the colour or shape of it is wrong for your image, or 
governments have changed the rules to make it illegal or inoperable to use 
your thing. The selling of new wants is vital for The Economy. Just ask your 
grandfather whether he would like Botox treatment or male cosmetics. He has 
probably passed his most impressionable age, so will say no to his tight-faced, 
rouged grandson. Turning previously priva~e activities into commodities is 
also important. You might have your garden landscape consultant, but do 
you have a sleep consultant yet? Then, there is innovation: electricity, motor 
vehicles, computers, mobile phones, purple tomatoes with fish genes. How 
did Buddha, Jesus and Socrates live without them? The pundits reply: they 
had a lousy economy based on slave futures. 

Of course, the problem for The Economy with all the above solutions is 
that someone has to pay for them, in money, which means that people who 
want to consume have somehow to get money when The Economy does not 
want them to have money, because it wants to be more efficient. However, 
The Economy does not totally lack solutions. IfThe Economy is The National 
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Economy it can steal from other The National Economies, using up some 
of its weapons as a bonus if it is necessary to invade to persuade. This is an 
elegant solution for big, aggressive nations with lots of weapons, but not one 
available for Andorra, Kiribati or Bhutan. Credit was a good one. 'Buy now, 
pay later' postpones the evil moment of insolvency. Unfortuna.tely, it always 
comes down to the hard option. Like most western men and women, The 
Economy subjects itself to the occasional diet. However, in the case of The 
Economy we can reasonably assume that there is self knowledge that dieting 
ultimately makes one fat. There is nothing like a nice depression to clear the 
decks sufficiently to get the whole growth thing going again. 

In the past there have been some wicked heretics who have dared to 
suggest that The Economy is a human social arrangement that should not get 
in the way of thinking a bit more directly about achieving desirable patterns 
of production and consumption. Because some people who were convinced 
of this heresy, and who ran a few countries for a while, created gray and 
boring societies, had secret police who killed lots of people, and built walls, 
cars and intercontinental ballistic missiles of inferior quality, The Economy 
now rules more or less supreme. 

Both the heretic governments and the governments who were in service 
to The Economy were devoted to exponential economic growth. Their main 
form of competition was in the slope of the long section of the J curve, closely 
followed by their number of Olympic medals, weighted by colour. The main 
meaningful political divide in the rich part of the world today is very different 
from the old 'we are for the people' versus 'we are for the capitalists'. The 
Economy has totally captured the old left and right parties, like Republicans 
and Democrats, or Liberal and Labor, or Conservative and Labour, who now 
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compete on such weighty matters as the sex appeal and sexual behaviour 
of their leaders, and their relative abilities to be subtly xenophobic and lie 
convincingly. The ideological opposition to the blah and bash parties comes 
from the Greens, who are suspic~ous of economic growth, are fond of nature 
and the strange thing called social capital, find it difficult to lie, reject war and 
xenophobia, and have exhortative stickers instead of fluffy dice visible to the 
motorists held up in the traffic by their ancient cars. We Greens·are truly nice 
upper-middle-class people who want the future world to be beautiful and 
friendly. Unfortunately, having a future world that is beautiful and friendly 
would involve a certain degree of restraint on human activities, especially 
those of the rich, so Greens go around saying 'don't' a lot, while the blah 
and bash parties convincingly lie about the consumer heaven for everyone 
just beyond the horizon if we can only make the place a little bit more ugly 
and unfriendly and give the rich a bit more money. 

There is a lot of non-squiggly, non-juvenile, graffiti around Hobart, 
the home of the first green political party in the wodd. One cannot avoid 
reading 'consume, be silent, die'' 'try eating money'' 'save old growth forests'' 
'consume less, enjoy more', 'think globally, act locally', 'subvert the dominant 
paradigm' among advertisements for politicians, used cars and hamburgers. 

Looking after Ihe Economy 
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If you feel that you might not like having a green graffitist as your personal 
commissar in a brave new ecologically sustainable world any more than you 
enjoy hamburgers, personal trainers and other evils of The Economy, there 
could be a middle path, or rather, plot. On the one hand, you can subvert 
the dominant paradigm (a paradigm is a parasol for sets of related ideas) by 
gardening for The Ecology. On the other hand, you· can garden to support 
The Economy. However, you may prefer to muddle along an idiosyncratic 
handless middle path, winding through rose bushes, kale and natives in the 
company of your tree surgeon. I present a guide to your options below, in 
the best spirit of all practical gardening books. This is organized dialectically, 
which is Marxist jargon for: yes? no? maybe? 

How to garden for The Economy 

To garden for The Economy you need only to follow a few simple precepts. 
The first is: have a garden, but do not garden. The Economy desperately wants 
the whole of life to be commodified into such items as spiritual derivatives. 
So, you doing anything in the garden, except consuming it with your eyes, 
ears, noses and skin, is a sin. This rule has some beneficial byproducts. Given 
that gardening relieves stress and exercises the body, and that stress and lack 
of exercise both cause disease, the very gross domestic product will also grow 
from future expenditure on body repairs. The other good outcome is that 
the occasional professional garden designer/ gardener produces outstandingly 
beautiful and stimulating gardens, such as those of Edna Walling in Australia 
and those of Gertrude Jekyll in England. 

The second precept is: never buy any plants, goods and services for your 
garden that have not been expensively advertised. Unless this rule is followed 
we will not be able to support the increasing rate of cutting of the forests of 
the world for newspapers, magazines and glossy advertising supplements, 
and think of the television programs that we would miss almost as much as 
the advertisements themselves. · 

The third precept is: choose the most global of firms among the expensive 
advertisers. The Economy likes concentration. If you can keep your global 
upper middle class confined to London and New York, they will find it 
difficult to be effective in preventing old growth forest logging in Botswana, 
although they may slow down the development of Hampstead Heath and 
Central Park. They also may not be able to afford to have gardens, hopefully 
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diverting their energies away from green matters to their talking fridges, or 
Ming vases. 

The final precept is to make sure that you are up with fashion, all the 
time. Do not let the fact that most garden plants could live longer than you 
get in the way of paying someone to uproot them in favor of the latest plant 
or garden gargoyle. 

How to garden for The Ecology 

Gardening to save The Ecology is not quite as easy as gardening for The 
Economy. The overlying paradigm for saving The Ecology is ecological 
sustainability. :This means trying to prevent unnatural extinctions of genes, 
species or communities, while producing things for human beings in a way 
that can be continued into the future. You will have noticed from chapter four 
that permaculturalists, nativists and organic gardeners vary in the emphases 
they place on different aspects of ecological sustainability. They each have 
moderately rigid rule structures for behavior in the garden. Proponents of 
each could very easily behave lawfully in their own terms, while violating the 
rules of one or both of the others. 

Following the rules is seldom the best way to effect a moral outcome. 
The relationships between actions and outcomes are so highly contingent 
on circumstances and context that it is almost impossible to develop a rule 
structure that will always result in the good towards which it is directed. In 
my experience, what generally happens in institutions that believe that every 
problem deserves a rule is that rule structures become so large and complex 
that: 1) a large part of the energy of the institution is devoted to ensuring 
that the rules are obeyed; 2) the interactions between rules, and the interstices 
between them, provide great opportunities for legally avoiding the self same 
rules; 3) repairing the rule structure becomes the main aim of the institution. 
This is an entertaining way to avoid boredom for those so inclined, but does 
not add noticeably to the sum of human -created good. Thus, to garden in an 
ecologically sustainable manner, we need to operate not by rules, but at the 
highest level of morality, a level at which we weigh the consequences of our 
actions by their degree of achievement of our moral goals. For example, the 
contemplation of the potential P1:lrchase of a bird bath might occasion the 
following cerebration: 'this bird bath is made of clay, rendered hard by the 
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use of heat generated through burning coal to create electricity; the power 
station and transmission lines were largely built from metal; clay, fossil fuel 
and metal are all non-replaceable resources; the bird bath will require the 
elimination of a small circle of lawn, thereby lowering the productivity of the 
planet and increasing greenhouse gases, but not permanently, as that circle 
of lawn could be restored by removing the bird bath, which could then be 
broken up into shards that could then be used to improve drainage in the 
wet back corner of the garden, but then the birds would have nowhere to 
drink ... '. By the time you finish cerebrating the shop will have closed, saving 
you from a purchase that might have supported The Economy. 

For obvious reasons, relating to invisible feet and expanding spheres of 
flesh mixed with consumer durables (see above), supporting The Economy 
is seldom the way to save The Ecology. However, just obeying the mirror 
version of the support The Economy precepts listed above is not necessarily 
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the way to go. Doing all your gardening yourself may not be possible because 
of your physical frailty, excessive degree of wage slavedom or high level of 
activity in saving The Ecology in other ways. Even if you are not so limited, it 
may be desirable to participate in the local economy, a very different creature 
to The Economy. The local economy tends to dress and behave like a hippie, 
whereas The Economy wears expensive Italian suits, with all that such apparel 
implies. In the local economy you have the opportunity to give pleasure to 
others by providing them with clean, wholesome and worthwhile work. You 
also have the opportunity to encourage creativity by judicious purchases of 
interesting plants and artifacts from those who proquce or propagate them. 
However,. as an ecologically conscious person you need to be aware of certain 
hazards attached to the purchase of items from the garden industry. 

Most plants that people buy from nurseries are ridiculously easy to 
propagate from material in the gardens of your friends, neighbours and 
acquaintances, or from bits of plants hanging over the street. An amazing 
number of popular garden species, like geraniums, lavenders, roses and most 
perennial herbs, will grow from bits roughly torn off a bush, or bits ripped 
from the ground, or divisions of quiescent root stocks, if you quickly shove 
them into a garden bed or pot. If you cannot shove them in quickly, put 
them in a closed plastic bag with some water until you can. If they will not 
grow that way, try collecting seed, throwing it into a well-cultivated part 
of your garden, then covering it with a bit of soil. If the seeds have a black 
coat that is hard to break, as is the case with many pea shrubs and wattles, 
pour just-boiled water on them, and let it stand for a few minutes, before 
doing the above. It seems hard to believe, but many seeds not amenable to 
germination using the above techniques can be induced to burst into life by 
having smoke envelop them before burial. Any old smoke will do -nicotine 
patches do not work, unless burned. Bulbs generally produce new b~blets 
each year. Get some new ones from over-bulbed gardeners and put them 
into your garden at the same depth that you found them. Plants with tubers, 
like the potato, can be treated in the same way. To grow a new individual of 
many shrubs and trees, such as rhododendrons, bend a branch down to the 
ground, abrade the bark where it touches the ground and bury the abraded 
part, holding it down with sticks or a bit of wire. The branch will put down 
roots. A new individual can then be created by separating the layer from 
the parent. If all else fails, dig some beds, wait for the birds and the wind to 
bring in seeds, and weed out the seedlings you do not want. 
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So, apart from hitting The Economy where it hurts, why is private 
propagation ecologically preferable to buying seedlings in pots from the 
garden centre in your regional shopping complex? Most garden centres grow 
few or none of the plants they sell. Most plants are grown in industrial scale 
.specialist nurser~es. These businesses like to develop new cultivars, which 
they can patent, thereby privatizing nature. Such activity usually results in 
flowers of unusually bright colour and exaggerated shape, designed for the 
unsophisticated human eye, not the proboscis of a bug or the beak of a bird. 
The best such cultivars are delicate and short-lived, and require tissue culture 
or controlled hybridization for propagation, ensuring ongoing sales. Each 
time we have a sale we have to produce a plastic pot, a plastic picture and 
price tag, take something suitable to grow the plant in from somewhere, 
and transport a lot of weight long distances from the flower factory to the 
plant purchaser using fossil fuels. Pests, such as fire ants, and diseases, such 
as root rot, have the opportunity to hitch a ride. This collateral damage is 
minimized with local break and bury gardening. For example, the plants that 
manage to survive inexpert propagation efforts are likely to be very hardy 
and the only nuisances that are going to be transported are already there. 
Much of the damage can also be avoided by utilizing only those nurseries 
that both grow and sell locally. 

Garden centres do not only sell plants. They also sell soil, gravel, 
mulch, compost, fertilizer, herbicides and pesticides, and their associated 
paraphernalia. One of the virtues for The Economy of selling weak cultivars 
from another part of the country is that they need a lot of help to survive, 
and the provision of that help is expensive. 

The ecologically aware ornamental gardener abjures the import of soil, 
gravel, rocks or sphagnum peat,. all of which leave holes elsewhere in the 
environment. However, buying mulch and compost that has been produced 
locally can be beneficial to The Ecology as a whole, when their production 
uses materials that would otherwise be dumped or burned. 

Fertilizers are available in a variety of forms. Animal manure has usually 
been collected from places where it has been deposited in excess, such as 
shearing sheds and stock yards. Blood and bone is one of the outcomes of. 
the massive planned slaughter of domestic animals that takes place in western 
societies. Even if you are a vegetarian there seems little point in not using 
it if you need it, as the killing was not for blood and bone,. but rather for 
flesh, and the leftovers from the ding-wrapped steak could otherwise be a 
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pollutant. However, the smell of the stuff is Charnel, not Chanel, putting 
me off. Superphosphate and other solid fertilizers are products of industrial 
processes, many of the inputs to which are non-replaceable. Some of the 
components of some of these fertilizers, such as fluoride, may be in the 
product for industrial, not horticultural, reasons. 

Pesticides are often used to excess in domestic gardens. In 2002, the 
Ministry of Agriculture calculated that between them the 14 million gardeners 
in France were using 8000 tonnes of pesticides a year, much of which ended 
up in the water supply. The propensity of new gardeners to drencp their 
plants with pesticides was regretfully noted. 

The use of synthetic biocides is avoided by most people who garden for 
The Ecology. The silly reason for this avoidance is that they are chemicals. So 
is water, which constitutes much more than half of all of us. A better reason 
is that these complex synthetic chemicals have not been used for very long. 
Undesirable effects on our health, if any, may not manifest themselves for a 
while. The best reason is that synthetic biocides are almost certainly killing 
or crippling non-target organisms, including ones people might not realize 
exist, such as the profusion of tiny animals and micro-organisms that live in 
the soil. Cautionary tales of cures causing worse diseases abound (see chapter 
2 for one), particularly with the persistent chlorinated hydrocarbons, such 
as DDT. Even if these problems never occur, why take a risk when many 
alternative, more direct, ways of getting rid of unwanted plants and animals 
are available? 

Consider the pleasure of health-giving hand weeding, compared to 
spraying in a space suit. Consider the fiendish beer in saucer trick, the 
luxurious milk spray, the seductive pheromone trap or the barbaric snail 
stomp. These are just a few of the many options for killing invertebrates. It 
is not even necessary for the gardener to have ichor and blood-soaked hands. 
Our companions, the chooks, love eating invertebrates; and cats and dogs 
like killing mice and rats, so delegation is an option for relieving stress in the 
garden, as well as in the office. Volunteers are widely used today for activities 
that used to be the province of government, like cleaning up roadsides or 
looking after national parks. Create a habitat suited to the organisms that like 
eating the organisms you do not want and you will never be short of voluntary 
pest controllers. Some gardeners avoid even vicarious biocide by trying to 
hide domestic plants from their predators. This can be done: through the 
confusion created by companion planting; by caging; by fencing; the use of 
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bird-netting, the laying around of broken shells to discourage slugs; the use 
of various electronic and chemical repellents. None of the above may·work 
to protect a particular precious plant, but there are so many plants to choose 
from in a garden that it should not be a disaster to lose one or two. After 
all, any pest that consumes all its food dies, so most organisms that we see 
as pests have a vested interest in the survival of at least some of their food 
sources, somewhere. Admittedly, it may not be in your garden. 

In gardening to save The Ecology there may be some hard choices. 
Gardens are capable of producing a substantial proportion of the domestic 
food supply without the use of synthetic fertilizers and biocides. This relieves 
some of the impacts of industrial farming on the biosphere, so is good. 
However, if successful, it does cut down the amount and variety of other life 
in the garden itself. The dawn chorus in our garden is much louder than in 
organically farmed parts of the countryside, largely because we have more 
or less accidentally created a garden better suited for the local wildlife than 
for producing our food, while organic farmers need to exclude most wildlife 
from their crops if they are to make a living. 

In our case, this is probably a good trade off for The Ecology. Many of 
the native animals and plants that use our garden need all the help they can 
get, including the small marsupials, the beautiful swift parrot and a few rare 
annual plants. If they want to, they can eat, or compete with, our fruit and 
vegetables, any time. 

If your main focus in gardening for The Ecology is on the maintenance 
of biological diversity, you will need to make an effort to provide habitat for 
the rarest and most threatened species that you can feasibly favour. Biological 
diversity is the variety of life. Therefore having lots of species in any one 
place, as is often the case with gardens, while letting the rarest ones go 
extinct globally, is a minus for biological diversity. While Siberian tigers and 
African black rhinoceroses are generally unsuitable for a suburban block, other 
smaller ·rare animals can be accommodated. The devil, the largest surviving 
marsupial carnivore, now restricted to Tasmania, often nests beneath dogless 
houses, even in towns. The devil is a black, compact, muscular animal with 
a winning snarl, larger than a poodle, but smaller than a bulldog. A family 
of devils will demolish a dead cow in a few days, down to the last bone, but 
they do not attack people, only steal their leather boots for breakfast. They 
were no match for the southeast Asian dog, introduced to mainland Australia 
by Mac ass an fishermen a few millenia ago. 
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Fuzzy, fearless rat killer 

Death and dismemberment by dogs does tend to discourage the size 
class of mammal most suited for survival in suburbia, but cats tend to get a 
much worse press, perhaps because they are so much more proficient than 
dogs at killing birds. The cat toll on garden birds is definitely substantial, but 
the evidence suggests that it does not threaten any species with extinction. 
This is not to say that cats have not caused extinctions. Their introduction by 
humans has definitely been responsible for extinctions of some bird species 
confined to small islands. It is just to say that bird species that survive in 
the seething catland that is suburbia are not threatened by cats, in the same 
way that suburban human beings are not threatened with extinction by our 
substantial road toll. These are good things, as, while it is possible to have a 
dog-free garden in suburbia, the total exclusion of cats cannot be achieved, 
and suburbs without suburbanites are inconceivable. 

The impacts of cats and dogs on garden wildlife can be mitigated to 
some extent by establishing dense, prickly thickets and piles of rubbish. 
Abandoned cars mixed with sheets of corrugated iron and rusting masses 
of wire are particularly recommended as effective refuges for native wildlife. 
One dog owner I know keeps bandicoots from being killed on her bloclc by 
constructing chicken wire obstacles throughout her garden. The dog runs 
into the wire while the pursued bandicoot bounces through beneath its 
junction with the ground. 
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In most parts of the world, fertile forest glades are now in relatively 
short supply in nature, making many of their original inhabitants rare. A 
wild garden, with glades, thickets and surrounding forest, all composed of 
local native species, would therefore seem to be a good first-off choice for 
biodiversity conservation. However, the planting of an exotic gingko or 
dawn redwood in your garden may do more for biodiversity conservation 
than planting a common local native pine, and you may be able to support 
greater populations of rare animals and birds than would otherwise be the 
case by planting exotics that provide them with food at the leanest times of 
the year. 

The most threatened organism that uses our garden is the swift parrot. 
There are only a few hundred left in this world. Swift parrots feed off the 
nectar of Tasmanian blue gums during their breeding season. Garden blue 
gums tend to have more flowers and nectar than ones in the bush, as they get 
more water and nutrients. Old blue gums have more flowers than young. Our 
block was originally a blue gum forest, before clearance for apple orchards 
sometime in the nineteenth century. One old, battered blue gum remains 

\ from this forest, well away from the house. If we planted our whole garden 
to blue gums, there might be more swift parrots in fifty years time than 
otherwise would be the case. Then again, there might not, as a major cause 
of swift parrot mortality is collision with windows. There would certainly 
be fewer of the rare plants and uncommon animals that now frequent the 
block. In the absence of omniscience, it is obviously not easy being a green 
gardener, so perhaps we would be better off not trying so hard. 

To end the chapter on a happy note 
/ 

The last thing I want to do is to induce guilt in either myself or others, 
especially myself, although I do make an exception for some of our present 
political leaders. Most self-help books are with me on this one, although a 
few religions differ to some degree. It is all very well to make fun of The 
Economy- one has to laugh for health reasons - but one does not have to 
become obsessive about destroying it, or saving The Ecology. The history of 
the last one hundred years has suggested that fanaticism tends to be bad for 
everyone's health. The poor old The Econorriy seems doomed by its physical 
contradictions, and The Ecology seems highly likely to outlive human beings. 
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Even if The Ecology only consists of cockroaches and cacti in a radioactive 
fog when we become extinct, past experience suggests that evolution is likely 
to restore the degree, if not kind, of prehuman biological diversity in a· few 
million years, if the planet avoids major meteorite strikes. So let us concentrate 
on the positives. These are that just by having a garden, of almost any type, 
we are doing lots of good for ourselves, others and the planet. 

The major problem of human existence is avoiding boredom. This is 
easy when one is hungry, or even more so, thirsty. Other life-threatening 
situations, such as wars, plagues, or playing football, also concentrate the 
mind beautifully. The hormonal hit called romantic love is temporarily 
effective. None of these are great options for a long, happy, healthy life, 
unlike gardening. Fresh air is good for you. Having positive relationships with 
plants and animals is good for you. Trying to nudge nature to produce a three 
dimensional, multisensory work of art, or to produce food, or to produce 
prestige, or to·make a political statement, or all of the above, is challenging 
enough for most older humans to keep boredom comprehensively at bay. 

No garden is an island unto itself. Most domestic gardens can be partly 
seen by others than their owners, adding to urban amenity, except if you put 
you~ biodiversity-friendly rubbish pile in your front yard. Gardens moderate 
temperatures and winds, both of which are increased by human artifacts, such 



as skyscrapers and roads. The plants in gardens take in the carbon dioxide 
that is created by human activity in cities and release oxygen. Their leaves 
trap grime otherwise destined for lungs. Some pollutants are broken down 
in garden soils. Other, like lead, zinc, cadmium and copper, just accumulate 
for future miners. Gardens provide the base of the suburban food chain. The 
·peregrine falcons that nest on ledges of tall city buildings rely on those fat 
pigeons that feed in your garden. 

More species seem likely to have been saved by the existence of gardens 
than have been threatened by them. I know that gardens are a major source 
of invasive exotic plants. I know that gardening for The Economy can have 
grave effects on nature. However, what would happen if people did not 
garden? They would certainly be less in touch with nature and less sympathetic 
towards it, thereby less prone to preventing The Economy from destroying 
yet more natural environments. They would also not be providing refuges for 
species destroyed in nature by the invisible foot ofThe Economy. So what if 
there is genetic drift in threatened plants grown in gardens, as selection takes 
place for prettier flowers and forms. The drift is likely to be multidimensional, 
reflecting the diversity of human taste in garden plants and gardens, a diversity 
that I hope, and expect, will persist. 

Back (Neil Gibson, left) and front (Kate Brown, right), same house 





CHAPTER SIX 

So why do domestic gardens differ? 

One of the hazards of being an academic is the overdevelopment of the part 
of the brain devoted to hypothesization and theorization. This, I believe, 
is just under, and a bit to the right of, the bald spot, which, in turn, often 
lies just above the pony tail, which grows after the bald spot develops. Most 
academics suffer from physics envy. Even though physicists are well on the 
path to academic extinction, they have such nice, almost all-enveloping, 
pithy theories. 

The starting point for my successive sifting theory of domestic gardens 
lies in the unfortunate fact that, although it is possible to grow anything 
anywhere, it would be prohibitively expensive to grow tomatoes in back 
yards in the Mariana Trench or on the peaks of the Himalayas. If a domestic 
gardener can only afford to grow plants in the open there is always but a subset 
available for use, determined. by climatic and soil tolerances. Glasshouses and 
conservatories can only extend the range of possib~e plants a little. This is· 
why there are few or no plants in common between domestic gardens in Oslo 
and those in Djakarta, or those in Melbourne and those in Mackay. These 
ecological matters have been discussed in depth in chapter two. 

Chapters three to five have explored the manners in which the cultural, 
social and political preferences of those who garden affect the nature of 
individual gardens when the environment is held equal. To summarize much 
of this discussion: people do not generaily keep plants in their gardens that 
they hate; they do generally try to have a garden that consists of plants that 
they like in configurations they find rewarding in some way. 

The reasons for hating particular plant species or cultivars can be more 
or less listed: too big; too small; too messy; too demanding; wrong colour; 
wrong shape; wrong texture; wrong country; not local; not productive; 
signals wrong social group; reminds me of someone/somewhere I dislike; 
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Norfolk Island pines recruit humans for regeneration 

too shady; ruins paths; gets into pipes; may fall on house; may fall on me; 
aargh, the smell; harbours noisy birds; harbours pissing possums; poisonous; 
prickly, invades bush. 

There are as many reasons for wanting to retain or plant particular 
species: right size; attractively messy; tidy; rewards care; nice bright colour; 
white; black; nice subtle colour; lovely shape; striking texture; blends in; 
hides something ugly; is native; is loqu native; is not native; is productive; 
is fashionable; signals wealth; signals good taste; re~nds me of a person or 
place; have to keep it or someone will be offended; have to keep it or I will be 
prosecuted; shady; shallow-rooted; solid; beautiful perfume; habitat for birds 
and animals; poisonous; prickly; does not invade bush; love all plants. 

It is not only the environment screen and the preference screen of the 
current gardener that determine what is in a particular garden. Often, the 
garden of today is a palimpsest of the decisions of gardeners past, with each 
gardener in the series retaining at least some plants that they might not have 
chosen of their own volition. Trees take so long to grow to a decent size, and 
are so expensive to get rid of when they do, that a new gardener is likely to 
keep a tree of a species she would never have planted, especially if the tree 
is important as a screen, or for shade. The mature trees iJ?. a suburb do not 
necessarily belong to species people plant in that suburb today. Few young 
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liquidambars are seen in Moorabbin, although there are many large ones. In 
contrast, Norfolk Island pines can· be seen in all size classes. 

However, there are gardens that do arise, Phoenix-like, from the literal 
ashes of the previous garden. Such reformations often occur when old 
suburban houses and their gardens are purchased with the aim ·of creating 
a monument to success. The old house and garden are bulldozed, and the 
small remnant of the block not containing the triple garage, swimming pool 
and neo-brutalist or neo-Georgian manor are subjected to the mercies of 
the landscape designers. 

So we now have the environment screen, the species preference screen 
and the historical survival screen. On top of these, the desired structure of 
a garden may strongly influence its species composition. There are plants 
that suit informal gardens, like buddleias. There are plants that suit formal 
gardens, like boxes. Some people like shade in their gardens. Others prefer to 
maximize light. Both sets of people must exclude a large number of species 
that they might be fond of in a generic sense. 

The species composition of gardens is also strongly influenced by the 
degree of the desire of the gardener to work in the garden. Those with 
gardens who dislike the act of gardening strive to minimize their effort. If 

Adjacent gardens, Melbourne 



they feel that they should have a formal garden, they tend towards weed 
mat, pebbles, pavers and hardy architectural plants, like New Zealand flax 
and cabbage trees. If they are happy with informality they plant easy care 
shrubs and trees in a way in which does not interfere too much· with lawn 
mowing, or just allow the garden to sort itself out into whatever it wants to 
be, cutting an occasional path to their front and back doors. 

Knowledge and availability are strong influences on the composition of 
particular gardens. I suspect that most gardeners restrict themselves to plants 
that can be purchased in their local garden centres, markets and fetes. Some 
seek out specialty nurseries or send off for seedlings, seeds or bulbs. Others 



get plants from friends or relatives. Some propagate their own plants from 
the wild or other people's gardens. Some do all of the above. They are known 
somewhat rnisandrogynously as 'plantsmen', a term used in a derogatory way 
by those who see plants as paint on their palates. 

The size and configuration of a garden provides a final screen. Some 
gardens are just not big enough for some plants, although it is amazing how 
many people planted eucalypts in tlny terrace front yards. 

So successively we have eliminated more and more of the 250,000 odd 
plant species in the world from any one domestic garden. No wonder they 
are all so different in oh so many ways. 
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Furth.er reading 

One can always search for almost anything on the World Wide Web with some sort 
of outcome, but there is nothing like a book, especially a dusty old one that has been 
submerged because it does not fit a prevailing ideology. These hide on shelves in 
libraries and second hand book shops. Many of the books listed below are suitably 
dusty. Some may change your mental model of the world, as well as giving you an 
allergic reaction to their mite-dominated ecosystems. 

Preface 

There was an academic journal called Urban Ecology and occasional academic books 
that address the ecology .of gardens, such as Owen, J., 1991: The Ecology of a 
Garden. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. The outstanding series of books 
on garden plants is that of Roger Phillips and Martyn Rix produced by Pan Books. 
I particularly like the fact that most of the plates are of garden species in the wild. 
The Botanica books are also useful, as are the R~aders Digest and Stirling Macaboy 
books. The haiku 'alfresco lunch' is from Yellow Moon 15, 2004. 

Chapter 1 

Dobe, Paul, 1930. Wilde Blumen der Deutschen Flora. Karl Robert Langewiesche, 
Leipzig. was the book I was given. Pictures of Lloyd and Peters Hill can be found in 
Lewin, Ben, 1969. Peters Hill. In Julian, John and Lewin, Ben. Spilt Image. Melbourne 
University Union Council, Carlton. The haiku 'no rain' is from Watersmeet Haiku 
Group, 2005. 'Watersmeet Haiku'. Pardalote Press, Lauderdale. 

Chapter 2 

A brief account of the ways in which the natural distributions of plant species come 
about can be found in Kirkpatrick, J.B., 1999. A Continent Transformed. 2nd ed. 
Oxford University Press, Melbourne. The most readable textbook on ecology is 
by Paul Colinvaux, 1993. 'Ecology 2., Wiley. The book-that publicized biological 
concentration was Rachel Carson, 1962. 'Silent Spring.' Houghton Mifflin, Boston. 
The haiku 'bent trees' was published in Famous Reporter 23,2001. 'Red hot pokers' 
appeared in an earlier version as 'Potoroo' in 'Rollettes ofWords and Colours'. www. 
lilydaletas .net/ comgrps / sww /. 
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Chapter 3 

For an understanding of a gathering and hunting life style see Richard Lee, 1979. 'The 
!kung San- Men, Women and Work in a Foraging Society.' Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge. The social history of gardens, especially English ones, has been 
~xplored in the following volumes: Boyles, M., 1991. The Story of Gardening. 
Journeyman Press, London/Concord, Massachusetts; Quest-Riston, C., 2001. The 
English Garden - a Social History. Viking, Penguin Books, London. The savannah 
preference hypothesis was first advanced by Orians, G.H., 1980. Habitat selection: 
general theory and applications to human behaviour, In J. Lockhart ( ed.) The 
Evolution of Human Social Behaviour. Elsevier, Chicago. See also: Kaplan, R. and 
Kaplan, S., 1989. 'The Experience ofNature: a Psychological Perspective. Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge. ~obinson, vV., 1914. 'Home Landscapes.' The story of 
the teenage parrot killer is told in Roberts, Barney, 1988. 'Where's Morning Gone?' 
McPhee Gribble/Penguin Books. The scientific paper of Tad's work: Zagorski, T., 
Kirkpatrick, J.B. and Stratford, E., 2004. Gardens and the bush: gardeners attitudes, 
garden types and invasives. Australian Geographical Studies42, 207-220. Some other 
recent publications on the social ecology of gardens include: Askew, L.E., McGuirk, 
P.M., 2004. Watering the suburbs: distinction, conformity and the domestic garden. 
Australian Geographer 3 5, 17-3 7; Bhatti, M., Church, A., 2001. Cultivating natures: 
homes and gardens in late modernity. Sociol. 35, 365-383; Bhatti, M., Church, A., 
2004. Home, the culture of nature and meanings of gardens in late modernity. Hous. 
Stud. 19, 37-51; Duraz, J., 1994. Suburban gardens: cultural notes, in: Terber, S., 
Healy, C., McAuliffe, C. (Eds. ), Beasts of Suburbia. Melbourne University Press, 
Melbourne, pp. 198-213; Head, L., Muir, P., 2004. Nativeness, invasiveness, and 
nation in Australian plants. Geog. ReTJ. 94, 199-217; Head, L., Muir, P., 2005. 
Living with trees- perspectives from the suburbs, in: Calver, M., Bigler-Cole, H., 
Bolton, G., Gaynor, A., Horwitz, P., Mills, J., Wardell-Johnson, G. (Eds. ), A Forest 
Conscienceness: Proceedings of the Sixth National Conference of the Australian 
Forest History Society, Inc. Millpress Science Publishers, Rotterdam, pp. 85-94; 
Iverson, L.R. and Cook, E.A., 2000. Urban forest cover of the Chicago region and its 
relationship to household density and income. Urban Ecosystems4, 105-124. Julien, 
M. and Zmyslony, J., 2001. Why do garden clusters emerge in an organized fashion 
in anthopogenic environments? Landsc. Res. 26, 337 -350; Martin, C.A., Warren, P.S. 
and Kinzig, A.P., 2004. Neighbourhood socioeconomic status is a useful predictor of 
perennial landscape vegetation in residential neighbourhoods and embedded small 
parks of Phoenix, AZ. Landsc. Urb. Plan. 69, 355-368; Martin, S.K., 2001. On our 
selection: class and gender and the domestic garden in nineteenth-century Australia. 
Stud. Hist. Gard. Des. Land. 21, 27-32; Saugeres, L., 2000. Of tidy gardens and clean 
houses: housing officers as agents of social control. Geoforum 31, 587-599; Seddon, 
G., 1997. Landprints- Reflections on Place and Landscape. Cambridge University 
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Press, Cambridge; Talarchek, G.M., 1990. The urban forests of New Orleans: an 
exploratory analysis of relationships. Urban Geography 11, 65-86; Daniels, G. and 
Kirkpatrick, J.B., 2006. Front yard for show, back yard for use?- contrasts between 
the floristics, structures, and uses of front and back domestic gardens in Hobart, 
Tasmania, Australia. Landscape and Urban Planning, in press. 

Chapter4 

Michael Pollan has written two of the most stimulating books on gardening in the 
literature. Pollan, Michael, 1991. Second Nature- a Gardener's Education. Dell 
Publishing, New York. Pollan, Michael, 2001. The Botany of Desire- a Plant's
eye View of the World. Bloomsbury, London. Pollan's hypothesis is addressed by: 
Marinelli, Janet, 1995. The Nazi connection, continued. Restoration and Management 
Notes 13, 179-182. Nanninga, P., Dann, P. and Tane, H. (1994). "Exotics versus 
natives"-. why not both? Proceedings of the National Greening Australia Conference. 
A vision for a greener city: the role of vegetation in urban environments, pp. 129-
134. A review of the debate can be found in G. Groning and J. Wolsche-Bulmahn, 
2003. The native plant enthusiasm: ecological panacea or xenophobia? Landscape 
Research 28, 75-88. The European transport of plants from one biotic realm to 
another is described in Alfred Crosby, 1986. Ecological Imperialism. Cambridge 
University Press, Cambridge. See also Tim Low (1999). 'Feral Future.' Viking, 
Melbourne. For an anarchist perspective on gardens see Murray Bookchin, 1982. 
'The Ecology of Freedom.' Cheshire Books, Palo Alto. The original permaculture 
book was Bill Mollison and David Holmgren, 1978 'Permaculture One: a Perennial 
Agriculture for Human Settlements.' Tagari, Tyalgum. The later one is Bill Mollison 
with Rena Mia Slay, 1994. 'Introduction to Permaculture.' Tagari, Tyalgum. For a 
guide book to domestic organic agriculture see Paul Healy, 1995. 'Plants Without 
Poison - Growing Vegetables Organically. Lothian, Port Melbourne. A fascinating 
description of ethnic attachment to vegetable and fruit gardens can be found in: 
Head, L., Muir, P. and Hampel, E., 2004. Australian backyard gardens and the 
journey of migration. Geogr. Rev. 94, 326-347. The Findhorn Trust, undated. 'The 
Findhorn Garden- an Experiment in the Co-operation between Three Kingdoms.' 
parts 1-4, The Findhorn Trust, Findhorn, gives the details from the divas mouth. 
Some Australian quirky gardens are beautifully illustrated in Jennifer Isaacs, 1995. 
Quirky Gardens. University of Queensland Press, Brisbane. The haiku 'in the fuchsia 
house' was published in Watersmeet Haiku Group. 'Watersmeet Haiku'. Pardalote 
Press, Lauderdale, 2005. 
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Chapters 5 and 6 

Peter Timms edited: The Nature of Gardens. Allan and Unwin, St Leonards, 1999, 
and wrote 'Making Nature- Six Walks in the Bush.' Allan and Unwin, St Leonards 
(2001). An erudite suburb-hating discourse can be found in Evan Eisenberg, 1998. 
The Ecology of Eden. Picador, New York. For a more amusing version see Blight, 
Rose, 1979. 'The Revolting Garden.' London. For a more positive attitude see Ditzler, 
Carmen (1997). Search for an ecologically responsible living: garden as a metaphor. 
Trumpeter 14, 71-72; and Sara Stein, 1993. Noah's Garden: Restoring the Ecology 
of our own Back Yards. Houghton Mifflin, Boston. E.F. Schumacher, 1973. 'Small 
is Beautiful: a Study ofEconomics as ifPeople Mattered.' Blond & Briggs, London, 
tells it as it isn't. So, in a different way, does P.J. O'Rourke, 1995. 'Age and Guile 
Beat Youth, Innocence and a Bad Haircut.' Picador, Sydney. For safer pest control 
hints for the domestic garden see Paul Rogers (1997). Safer Pest Control for Homes 
and Gardens. Choice Books, Marrickville. On the subject of gardening to prevent 
extinction see Marinelli, Janet, 1998. Stalking the Wild Amaranth: Gardening in the 
Age of Extinction.' Henry Holt & Co; Smith, J.R. and Smith, B.S., 1980. The Prairie 
Garden: 70 Native Plants you can Grow in Town or Country. University ofWisconsin 
Press, Madison. One of many books describing how ~ne can garden to support local 
wildlife is P.eter Grant, 2003. 'Habitat Garden -Attracting Wildlife to your Garden.' 
ABC Books, Sydney. Helen Cushing, 2005. Beyond Organics - Gardening for the 
Future. ABC Books, Sydney addresses both green and brown issues in gardening from 
a conservation perspective. Ivan Illich wrote about the real speed of travel in 'Energy 
and Equity' (1974) Caldar and Boyars, London. On convivial tools see Ivan Illich, 
1973. Tools for Conviviality. Caldar and Boyars, London. Clive Hamilton, 2003. 
Growth Fetish. Allan and Unwin, Australia, describes the disadvantages of economic 
growth. For an early critique of our system of economic growth see E.J. Mishan, 
1967. The Cost ofEconomic Growth. Staples Press, London. His later work assesses 
the economic growth debate: see E.J. Mishan, 1977. The Economic Growth Debate: 
An Assessment. George Allen and Unwin, London. Daly's criticism of traditional 
economics can be found in ~ of H.E. Daly, 1977. Steady-State Economics, Island 
Press, Washington D.C; H.E. Daly and J. Cobb, 1989. For the Common Good. 
Beacon Press, Boston; and H.E. Daly and K.N. Townsend (eds.), 1993. Valuing the 
Earth: Economics, Ecology, Ethics, The MIT Press, Boston. Adam Smith's most 
famous original work was A. Smith, 1893. An Inquiry into the Nature and Causes of 
the Wealth of Nations, Routledge, London. For a view on how our economy really 
works see: P.A. Baran and P.M. Sweezy, 1966. Monopoly Capital: an Essay on the 
American Economic and Social Order, Monthly Review Press, New York. The poem 
'Exodus' is from Cento":'ia, 7, 2001. 
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Place, people and subject index 

A 
Aborigines, 53 
academics, 123 
Adams, Ansell, 103 
Adams, Peter, 59 
advertising, 72, 106, llO, 1ll 
aesthetics, 22, 58, 59, 77-80, 82, 86, 87 
Mghani bandits, 105 · 
Africa, 59 
agriculture, 57-59, 65-66, 92-93, 98 
air-conditioning, outdoor, 106 
alpaca, 59 
Andorra, 109 
Angus, Max, 103 
animism, 100 · 
anarchism,12, 13, 57, 98-99, 106 
Antarctica, 47 
antibiotics, 23 
Armageddon, 95 
ar~59, 60, 103-104 
attitudes to gardens, 76-82 
Australian Research Council, 76 

B 
baby boom, 94 
bacterial gummosis, 40 
Ballarat, 1, 93 
bandicoot, 25, 28, ll8 
Baran, P. A., 108 
barbecue, 108 
Barrington Tops, 13 
Beatles, 72 
Beechworth, 13 
beetles, 33 
Bendigo, 89 
Bentleigh, 4 
Bent Parade, 9-14 
Berkeley, 40 
Bhutan, 109 
biological concentration, 34 
biological diversity, 117-120 

bird bath, ll2-ll3, 128 
birds, 25, 27, 28,90-91, ll8-ll9 
Blackburn, 69 
Black Rock, 9-14 
blackbird, 28 
Blandings Castle, 74 
blue bag, 3 
Bolsheviks, 96 
Bookchin, Murray, 12, 98 
boredom, 57-58, ll2, 120 
botanical nomenclature, vii 

Botox, 108 
Botswana, 111 
Bowie, David, 72 
box hedge, 7 4 
Brinkman, Len, 63 
Brisbane, 60 
Brown, Capability, 73, 74 
Buddha, 108 
Buddhism, 107 
bull ant, 3 
bulldozer, 21, 49 
Burwood, 8 
bush rat, 97 

c 
calcium, 47 
California, vi, 34, 35, 40, 48, 49, 60, 63 
Carlton, 12, 14 
cat, viii, 2, 4, 5, 9, 10, 14, 17, 18, 27, 100, 

ll6, ll8 
Central Park, 111 
Central Plateau, 96 
Cha,ngbaisan, 50 
chaparral, 48 
chainsaw, 21, 70 
China, 50 
chook, viii, 2, 4, 14, 21, 23, 26-28, 95 
Clements, 49 
climax, 49 
coastal sage scrub, 48, 60, 61, 89 
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Coates, Fiona, 28,95 
cockroach, 18, 120 
common names, vii 
companion planting, 52, 116 
compost, 3, 24, 28, 115 
concrete lawn, 68 
conformity, 69-70 
conscription, 9 
Conservative Party, 109 
consultants, 108 
consumerism, vi, vii, 73, 92-94, 106 
convivial technology, 99 
corbie grub, 25 
Cowell, Frank, 75 
Cundall, Peter, 99 
cultivar, 115 
cyborg, 106 
cyclic succession, 50 
cyclone, 49 

D 
Daly, Herman, 105, 107 
Daniels, Grant, 71 
Dann, Paul, 85 
Darwin, 71, 87 
day length, 37 
deer, 59 
democracy, 106-107 
Democrats, 109 
Derwent estuary, v, 20 
desert, 38, 42, 48 
developers, 21-22 
devil, Tasmanian, 116 
dialectic, 111 
Diamond, Jared, 64 
Dickinson, Kath, 28 
dieting, 109 
digging, 28) 114 
diminishing marginal utility, 107-108 
disease, ll5 
Disneyland, 48 
dispersal of plants, 25,86-88,90-91, 115 
disturbance, 48-52 
diva, 32, 100 
Djakarta, 123 
dog,4,10,12,17,20,86,116,117 
Domain, 91 

Dombrovskis, Peter, 17, 103-104 
Drug Squad, 18 
dry sclerophyll forest, 88, 89 
dry stone walls, 17 
duck, 17 
Dunedin, vi 

E 
eastern barred bandicoot, 91 
eco-anarchism, 12 
ecological cascade, 25-28 
ecological horticulture, 96 
ecological pyramid, 34 
ecological tolerances, 35-36 
Ecology, The, 31,119 
economic depression, 94, 109 
economic growth, 105-109 
economic pundits, 105, 106, 107, 108 
economics, vii, 64, 67-68 
Econom~ The, 105-112, 114, 119 
economy, the local, 114 
Eden, 53,58 
Elvis, 72 
Elwood, 5 
enclosure, viii, 26-28 
England, 75 
erosion, 23 
Europe, 35, 87, 93 
exotic plant (see weed) 
extinction, 117 

F 
facilitation, 51-52 
fashion, 72-74, ll2 
Ferntree, 16-17 
ferret, 7 
fertilizer, 25, 46, ll5-ll6 
Findhorn, 32, 100 
fire ant, 115 
fire factor, 16, 23, 48-49, 103 
flaming,98 
flea, 18 
flood,49 
Flowerdale, 65 
fluoride,46 
food web, 33 
football, 120 
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forest, 
suburban, 63-67 
urban, vi 

fossil fuel, 54 
foundations, house, 15 
fiidge,taUcing, 106,112 
frog, 4 
frost, 40-41 
fruit trees, 2, 20, 21, 24, 25, 26, 27, 97 
fungus, 25 

G 
garden, 

anal retentive, 10 
archetypal, 58, 62 
cottage,60,61,74,75 
definition, 59-62 
formal, 1, 60, 74, 75 
gardenesque, 75, 76, 80, 83 
Greek, 99 
informal, 60, 75 
Italian, 75, 99 
Japanese, 60, 61, 75 
meadow, 12 
native, 10, 15, 18,19,24,77-79, 

85-86 
.pebble, 69 
picturesque, 75 
rental, 67-68 
romantic, 75 
rustic, 75 
semiformal, 75-76 
shrub, 7 6-77, 90 
utilitarian, 1-2, 6, 14,22-23, 

24-25, 60 
vegetable, 6-7, 17, 24-25, 52, 73, 

99,100 
wasteland, 1, 4 
wild,24,75 
woodland, 61, 79-80, 90 

garden designers (see landscape designers) 
Garden History Society, 72 
garrigue, 60 
gatherers and hunters, 53-54, 57, 59 
genetic engineering, 93, 98, 105, 108 
geological history, 4 7 
germination, 114 

globalization, 111-112 
goanna,97 
goat, 96-97 
Gondwana, 17, 47 
Gordon River, 103 
Gordon Splits, 103 
graffiti, 110-111 
grassland, urban, vi 
gravel, 115 
Great Western Tiers, 95 
greenhouse effect, 40-41, 113 
green rosella, 25 
Greens, 92, 110-111 
grey goshawk, 28 
gross domestic product, very, 106, 111 
guano,46 

H 
Hamilton, Clive, 106 
Hamstead Heath, 111 
Hanging Gardens of Babylon, 7 4 
Harley-Davidson bike, 9 
Harris, Stephen, 29 
heath, 10, 47-48 
heavy metals, 98 
hen (see chook) 
herbicides, 23, 25, 115 
herbivory, 25, 26, 27, 52 
Himalayas, 123 
hippies, 95, 96 
Hitler, 85-86 
Holden sedan, 9, 13 
holidays, 57 
Holmgren, David, 95-96 
horse dung, 92-93, 99 
humidity, 38, 40 
humus, 45 
hunters and gatherers (see gatherers and 

hunters) 
hunting, 57,58 
hybridization, 15, 88, 115 
Hydro Electric Commission, 103, 104 

I 
Illich, Ivan, 99, 105-106 
India, 47 
Indians, Californian, 53 
Indonesia, 60 
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introduced plant (see weed) 
Ireland, 99 

J 
Jackeys Marsh, 95-97 
jack jumper, 3 
J curve, 109 
Jekyll, Gertrude, 79, 111 
Jesus, 108 
jihad, v 
Johanna Vale, 9-10 

K 
kangaroo, 91, 93 
Karroo; 89 
Keynes, 107 
Kiribati, 109 
Koala, 1 

· Kosciusko National Park, 13 

L 
Labor Party, 2, 109 
Labour Party, 109 
Lake Pedder, 103 
landscape designers, 68, 74, 111 
land slip, 49 
lawn, l-2, 5, 22, 23, 25, 64, 68, 70, 

75,80,82 
lazy beds, 99 
Liberal Party, 2, 109 
light factor, 36-37 
limiting factor, 35-36 
logging, 96-111 
London,111 
Lome, 89 
Los Angeles, 48, 63 
Loudon,75 
lumpenproletariat, 15 
Low, Tim, 87, 92 

M 
Macedon, 1-4, 89 
Mackay, 123 
Magpie, 1 
Mal thus, 107 
Manchuria, 50 
Mariana Trench, 123 

marsupial lawn, 95 
Marxism, lll 
mass media, 72-73, lll 
meditation, 20, 97 
Mediterranean, v, 60 
Melanesia,· 59 
Melbourne, 1, 2, 3, 4-14, 17, 21, 103, 123 
Melbourne University, 9, 12-13, 15 
Mensheviks, 96 
Menzies, Bob, 2 
Merimbula, 22, 89 
Miami, 60 
Milwaukee, 108 
Ministry of Agriculture, France, 116 
Mishan, E. J., 105, 107 
Mollison, Bill, 96 
Moongalong, 1-4 
Moorabbin, 5-7, 89 
morality, 110, 112-113 
MountBuffalo,89,94 
mouse, 116 
mulch, 115 
mullet hairstyle, 72 

N 
Nanninga, Paul, 85 
nativism, 7, 9, 10, 18-19, 72, 77-79, 82, 

85-87,89,92,95,112 
nature conservation, 87-92, 117-119 
Nauru, 46 
Nazi Germany, 85-86 
New England, 51 
New Guinea, 76 
New York, 64, 111 
NewZealand,vi,18,26,28,47 
Nimbin, 97 
Nirvana, 107 
nitrogen, 35, 46, 52, 96 
North Hobart, 14-15 
North Korea, 50 
nursery industry, 73, 115-116 

0 
0 biri Rock, 61 
obsolescence, 73, 92, 108 
oligarchy, 106 
Olympic medals, 109 
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Orbost, 22 
organic growing, 93-94, 99, 112, 117 
o~ganic matter, 33, 45, 47 
organic pest control, 116-117 
O'Rourke, P. ]., 105 
Oslo, 123 
Otways, 9-10 
ozone layer, 105 

p 

Paradise, v, 16 
parrot, 65-66 
parterre, 60, 7 4 
peregrine falcon, 121 
permaculture, 95-98, 112 
pesticides, 10, 23, 25, 33-34 
Peters Hill, 9, 10 
pH, 46-47 . 
phosphorus, 35, 46 
photosynthesis, 33 
pigeon, 121 
Pillinger, 51 
Pink Floyd, 18 
place, sense of, 86, 89 
plague, 120 
plantsman, 127 
Pollan, Michael, 85-86 
pollution,98,121 
pond,4,8,60 
possum, 1, 26-28, 82, 95, 124 
potoroo, 25, 28 
poultry (see chook) 
privacy, 66-67, 78, 82 
propagation, 114-115 
python, 97 

R 
rabbit, 7 
radioactive fog, 120 
rainforest, 48, 97 
Randall Street, 18-19 
rat, 28, 116 
regulation, 86 
reli~on,75,100,107,119 

remote sensing, 63-64 
Republicans, 109 
rhinoceros, 117 

Riverside, 48, 63 
Roberts, Barney, 65-66 
Roberts, Bruce, 29 
Robin, John, 95-96 
Robinson, 79 
rockery, 60 
rogue state, v 
romance, 82, 120 
root competi~on, 37 
root rot, 115 
Royal Tasmanian Botanical Gardens, 99 
rule structures, 112 
Russia, 96 

s 
Salamanca Market, v 
salt marsh, 35 
Sandy Bay, 18-29, 103 
savannah, 59, 60 
saw fly, 10 
scientific method, 31-32 
Scotland, 32 
seaweed, 46, 99 
sedgeland, 48 
sex, 64, 110 
shade,23,36-37,39,51 
sheep, 14, 59 
slave futures, 108 
Smith, Adam, 107 
smoking, 64, 114 
smudge pot, 41 
snake, 28 
social capital, 110 
social status, 63-64 
Socrates, 108 
sodium, 47 
soil, 

aeration, 43-45 
factor, 4, 23, 24-25, 43-47 
moisture, 44-45 
structure, 44-45 
texture, 43-44 

South Mrica, vii, 47, 87 
South America, 4 7, 86 
South Arm, 20 
sparrow, 27-28, 92 
sphagnum peat, 115 
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spider, 9, 28 
spiritual derivatives, 111 
starling, 28 
status seeking, 70 
stomata, 38 
stratification, 41 
St Vincent de Paul, 15 
succession, 49-51 
Suggan Buggan, 15 
sustainability, 92-93 
Suva,v 
Sweezy, P.M., 108 
swift parrot, 91,119 

T 
Taine, Haikai, 85 
Tansley, 49 
Tasman Peninsula, 88 
temperature factor, 40-42, 120 
Tenerife, 60 
terrorism, v 
Thar Desert, 105 
The Channen, 97 
threatened species, 91-92, 117 
tiger, 117 
Timms, Peter, l 04 
Truchanas, Olegas, 103-104 
Tucker Road, 4-8 
tussock grassland, 24 

u 
unemployment, l 06-l 07 
United Kingdom, 106 
.United States of America, 69, 75, 106 
University of California, 63 
University ofTasmania, 14, 15 
urine,22,46 

v 
vegetables, 2, 4, 6-7, 17,24-25, 52, 

73,99, 100 
Vietnam War, 9, 12 
Victoria, l, 12, 13, 15, 53 
volunteers, 116 
volcanic eruption, 49 

w 
Waikanae, 18 
Wallaby, 91,95 
Walling, Edna, Ill 
war, 1, 57, 94, 108-109 
wasp, 27 
water factor, 38-40 
waterlogging, 40 
Watts, 63 
weapons of mass destruction, v 
Weary, 69-70 
weathering, 45 
weed, 35, 87-88, 89-91,96 
weed mat, 69 
weeding, ll, 16,24,90,114, 116 
well-being, index of, l 06 
Western Arthur Range, 104 
Western Australia, 48 
Wilderness, 9, 92, 96, 104 
Willys, 9 
Willing Workers on Organic Farms, 98 
wind factor, 25, 38, 42-43, 120 
White Australia policy, 85 
white cabbage moth, 52 
Wodehouse, P. G., 74 
wombat, 91 

X 
xenophobia, ll 0 

y 

Yates Gardening Guide, 72 

z 
Zacharek, Andrew, 90 
Zagorski, Tad, 76, 82, 89-90 
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Plant species index 

Acacia boormanii Boorman's ·wattle 82 
Acacia gttm~ii ploughshare wattle 82 

Acacia iteaphylla desert wattle 78 
Acacia melanoxylon blackwood 78,81 

Acacia siculiformis sickle wattle 77 

Acacia verticillata prickly mimosa 77 

agapanthus Agapanthus 20,79 

Agapanthus orientalis agapanthus 20,79 

Allocasuarina verticillata drooping sheoak 21,77 

almond Pru,nus dulcis 25 

Alstroemeria Peruvian lily 86 

anemone Anemone 24 

angophora Angophora 7 

Anopterus glandulosus native laurel· 79 

apples Maltts x domestica 9-10,20,26 

Aquilegia vulgaris grannies bonnets 80 
Ar.gyranthemum frutescens daisy bush, Paris daisy 76,80 
Armeria maritima common thrift 80 
arum illy Zantedeschia aethiopica 51 

ash Fraxinus 79 
Australian dogwood Pomaderris aspera 52 

avocado Persea americana 41 

azalea Rhododendron 1,79,80 

banana Mttsa acuminata 59,85 
banksia Banksia 48 
banksia rose Rosa banksiae 76 
bean Phaseolus 52 

Bedfordia li1learis blanket leaf 82 
Betula pendula silver birch 10,79 
birch Betula 50 
blackberries Rttbus frttticosus 16,79 
black peppermint Eucalypttts amygdalina 67 
black wattle Acacia mearnsii 21 
blackwood Acacia melanoxylon 78,81 
blanket leaf Bedfordia salicina 28 
blue gum (see Tasmanian blue gum) 
bottle brush Callistemon 76 
bougainvillea Bougainvillea v, 19 
box Buxus 74,125 
bracken Pteridium 3,50 
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brassica Brassicaceae 52 
breadfruit Artocarpu.s altilm 59 

broom Cytisu.s, Genista 21,81,89 
buddleia Bttddleia 80,125 
Bt-tddleia davidii buddleia, butterfly bush 80 

buffalo grass Stenotaphrum seczmdatttm 9,68 
Bttrsaria spinosa prickly box 82 
bush pea Fabaceae 77 
cabbage Brassica oleracea 32,99 
cabbage gum Eucalyptus pauciflora vii, 29 
cabbage tree Cordy line 126 
cactus Cactaceae 39,120 
Californian poppy Eschscholzia californica 38 
Callistemon bottle brush 76 
Calorophus lateriflort-ts spreading rope-rush Vll 

camellia Camellia 1,6,16,20,24,79 
Camellia japonica japonica camellia 79,81 
Camellia sasa11-qtta sasanqua camellia 79 
Carpohrotus aeqtt,i/ateralis pigface 82 
Carpobrotus rossii pigface 82 
catmint Nepeta cataria 81 
cedar Cedrt-ts 82,91 
Chaenomeles speciosa Japoruca 20,79 
Chrysanthemoides monilifera South African boneseed 21,89 
cheesewood Pittosporwm bicolor 79 
Cheiranthtts stock 80 
cherry plum Prtmus cerasifera 78 
Cistus rock rose 81 
claret ash Fraxintts 6 
Clematis travellers joy 79 
Clia11-thus ptmicetts parrots beak 92 
Coleonema pulchrum. diosma 19,76 
Convallaria majalis lily of the valley 20,82 
Convolvulus sabatius bindweed 79 
Cootamundra wattle Acacia baileyana 10 

cosmos Com·tos 25 
Cotoneaster cotoneaster 21,90,91 
Cotula australis southern buttons 91 

Crataegus monogyna hawthorn 89 
Cryptomeria japonica Japanese cedar 68 
Cupressus cypress 79 
Cyathodes glauca handsome cheeseberry 77 
Cyclamen persicu.m cyclamen 79 
cypress Ctt,presms 82 
cypress pine Callitris 22 
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Cytisus scoparius broom 89 
daffodil Narcisms 20,80 
dahlia Dahlia 24 
daisy bush At;!Jyranthemtl-m frutescens 76,80 
daphne Daphne odora 6,79 
Daphne odora daphne 6,79 
Davies wax flower Phebalium daviesii 29 
dawn redwood Metasequoia 92,119 
Dianella tasmanica Tasman flax lily 78,82 
Dianthus carnation, pink 79 
Dicksonia antarctica tree fern 76 
Digitalis purpurea foxglove 79 
diosma Coleonema pulchrum 19,76 
Diplarrena moraea white flag iris 67 
drooping she-oak Allocasuarina verticillata 21,77 
dryandra Dryandra 48 
elderberry SambtJcus v 
Empodisma minus spreading rope-rush vu 

Erica lusitanica Spanish heath 90 
erigeron Erigeron karvinskianus 79,82 
Erigeron karvinskianus erigeron 24,79,82 
Eucalyptus amygdalina black peppermint 77 
Eucalyptus globulus Tasmanian blue gum 9, 10, 13, 15, 19, 21, 

40,89,91,119 
Eucalyptus kropotkinii cliff mallee 15 
Eucalyptus pauciflora cabbage gum, snow gum vii,29 
Eucalyptus pulchella white peppermint 77 
Eucalyptus saxatilis cliff mallee 15 
Eucryphia lucida Ieatherwood 79 
euphorb Euphorbiaceae 38 
everlasting daisy Bracteantha bracteata 25 
Exocarpos cupressiformis native cherry 81,91 
Ficus carica fig 6,80 
fig Ficus carica 6,80 
fir Tsuga 50,91 
flowering cherry Prunus 6 
flowering gum Eucalyptus .ficifolia 9· 
forget-me-not Myosotis 79 
foxglove Digitalis purpurea 79 
frangipani Plumeria rubra 59 
Fraxintts angustifolia ash 79 
Fraxintts excelsior ash 79 
Freesia freesia 79 
Fuchsia fuchsia 28,76 
Fuchsia regia fuchsia 28,76 
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garlic Allium sativum 25 
Genista monspessulana broom 81,89 
geranium Pelargonium 70,80,114 
Geranium cranes bill 79 
ginger lily Zingiber 80,82 
gingko Gingko biloba 19,119 
gladiolus Gladiolus 2,80 
Gladiolus communis gladiolus 80 
Goodenia lanata native-primrose 77 
gooseberry Ribes uva-crispa 3 
gorse Ulex europaeus 89,91 
grape hyacinth Muscari 20 
grapevine Vitis vinifera 99 
grass Poaceae 73 
grevillea Grevillea 76,81,82 
Grevillea grevillea, spider-flower 76,81,82 
Grevillea australis southern grevillea 82 " 
Grevillea 'Clearview David' 81 
Grevillea 'Robyn Gordon' 76 
gunnera Gunner a 17 
Hakea lissosperma needle bush 77 
Hakea teretifolia dagger hakea 77 
Hardenbe'llfia comptoniana Wac vine 76 
heather Calluna vulgaris 50 
Hedera helix Ivy 79 
Helichrysum paralium coast daisy bush Vll 

Helleborus orienta/is winter rose, lenten rose 24,79 
hibiscus Hibiscus 42 
hoheria Hoheria 28 
holly !lex aquifolium 82,89 
honesty Lunaria annua 90 
horse chestnut Aesculus hippocastanum 28 
hosta Hosta 17 
hyacinth Hyacinthus 20 
hydrangea Hydrangea 80 
Hydrangea macrophylla hydrangea 80 
Hypericum StJohn's wort 79 
Hypolaena lateriflora spreading rope-rush vii 
!lex aquifolium holly 82,89 
indica azalea Rhododendron 80 
iris Iris 40,81 
iris, yellow flag Iris pseudocarus 40 
iron bark Eucalyptus tricarpa 89 
Ivy Hedera helix 79 
. . 

Chaenomeles speciosa 20,79 Japoruca 
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Jersey lily Nerine 20 

jonquil Narcissus 20 
kale Brassica oleracea 25,111 
karume azalea Rhododendron 79 
Kniphofia uvaria red-hot poker 79 
lachenalia Lachenalia 20 
Lantana camara Lantana 97 
larch Larix 50 
lavender Lavendula 70,80,81,114 
Lavendula angustifolia lavender 79,81 
Lavendula stoechas French lavender 80 
Ieatherwood Eucryphia lucida 79 

lemon Citrus x limon 4,6,85 
Lepidium psettdotasmanicttm shade peppercress 91 
Leptosperm·wm scoparium manuka 81 
lettuce Lactuca sativa 25,53 

leucadendron Leucadendron vii,48 

Lettcadendron a'l!entettm silver tree Vll 

Leucojum vermtm snow drops 20,79 

lilly-pilly Syzygium 8 
lily of the valley Cotz,vallaria majalis 20,82 

liquidambar . Liquidambar styraciflua 5,26,70,125 

Lomandra longifolia sagg 77 
Lonicera japonica honeysuckle 79 
Lunaria annua honesty 90 
macadamia Macadamia 7,8 
magnolia Magnolia 68,80 
Magnolia magnolia 68,80 
Magnolia grandiflora southern magnolia 68 
mango Mangifera indica 59 
manna gum Eucalypttts viminalis 1, 7 
manuka Leptospermum scoparium 81 
marigold Tagetes 52 
mealy-box Eucalyptus cephalocarpa 12 
Meconopsis blue poppy 86 
Mimosa pigra catclaw mimosa 87 
mirror bush Coprosma repens 9 
mock orange Philadelphus 20,79 
monstera Monstera deliciosa 11 
Monterey pine Pitz,us radiata 79 
~ulberry Morusnigra 20 
myrtle beech Nothofagus cutminghamii 28,79,95 
Narcissus daffodil, jonquil 20,80 
nasturtium Tropaeolum maju.s 25,52 
native cherry Exocarpos cupressiformis 81,91 
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native hop Dodonaea viscosa 20 
native laurel Anoptertts glandttloms 79 
nectarine Pruntts persica 6 
Nepeta cataria catmint 81 
New Zealand flax Phor111-ium tenax 126 
Nichol's peppermint Eucalyptus nicholi 7 
Norfolk Island pine Araucaria heterophylla 20,124,125 
Nothofagus cunninghamii myrtle beech 28,79,85 
oak Quercus 7,19,28 
Olearia phlogopappa dusty daisybush 82 
onion Allium cepa 3 
orange Citrus sinensis 6 
orchid Orchidaceae 11 
Ozothamnus scutellifolius daisy bush 77 
Ozothamnus turbinatus daisy bush Vll 

palm Palmae v 

pampas lily Salpichroa origanifolia 9,11 
parrot beaks Clianthus punicetts 92 
pawpaw Asimina triloba 59 
pea Pisum sativum 52 
pear Pyrus communis 20,26 
Pela'lJonium geraruum 70,80,114 
petunia Petunia 8 
Philadelphus mock orange 20,79 
pigface Carpobrotus 82 
Pimelea flava golden riceflower 77 
Pimelea nivea roundleaf riceflower 77 
pine Pintts 52,77,86,91 
Pinus radiata Monterey pine 79 
Pittosporum bicolor cheesewood 79 
Pittosporum undulatum sweet pittosporum 21,91 
ploughshare wattle Acacia gunnii 82 
plum Prunus x domestica 20,26 
plumbago Plumbago auriculata 20 
Pomaderris aspera Australian dogwood 52 
potato Solanum tuberosum 114 
prickly box Bursaria spinosa 82 
prickly mimosa Acacia verticillata 77 
pro tea (genus) Pro tea 48 
pro tea (family) Proteaceae 48 
PrttmiS cerasifera cherry plum 78 
Pultenaea daphnoides bush pea 77 
Pultenaea juniperina prickly beauty, bush pea 77 
pumpkin Cucurbita moschata 7 
red beech Nothofagus fusca 19 
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red-flowered jessamine Cestrum 'Newellii' 29 
red runner bean Phaseolus coccineus 25 

rhododendron Rhododendron vi, l, 6, 16, 17, 20, 
24,52,79,80,108 

Rhododendron fragrantissima Scented rhododendron 79 
rhubarb Rheum x cultorum 6 
Ribes sanguineum flowering currant 79 
Richea dracophylla tree heath 95 
rocket Eruca sativa 25 

rock rose Cistus 81 
root rot Phytophthora 115 

Rosa (see rose) 
Rosa banksiae banksia rose 76 
rose Rosa vii, 10, 18, 19, 20, 

24, 26, 42, 67, 76, 
79,80,111 

Rosmarinus officinale rosemary 76 
rosemary Rosmarinus ojficinale 76 
Rubus fruticosus blackberry 89 

Rubus idaeus raspberry 80 
rudbeckia Rudbeckia 24 
Salvia officina/is sage 79 
Santa Rosa plum Prunus x domestica 6 
sarsparilla Hardenber;gia 76 
silver beet Beta vulgaris 25 
silver birch Betula 10,79 
silver peppermint Eucalyptus tenuiramis 29 
snow drop Leucojum vernum 20,79 
snow gum Eucalyptus pauciflora Vll 

soursob Oxalis 21 
South African boneseed Chrysanthemoides monilifera 21,89 
Spiraea cantoniensis Reeve's spiraea 80 
stock Cheiranthus 80 
strawberry Fragaria x ananassa 2 
strangling fig Ficus species 51 
swamp gum Eucalyptus regnans 16 
sweet pittosporum Pittosporum undulatum 21,91 
tamarillo Cyphomandra betacea 27 
Tasman flax Wy Dianella tasmanica 78,82 
Tasmanian blue gum Eucalyptus globulus 9,10,15,19,21,40, 

89,91,119 
Tingiringi gum .. Eucalyptus glaucescens 15 
tomato .Lycopersicon esculentum 24,123 
tree dahlia Dahlia imperialis 28 
tree fern Dicksonia antarctica 24,76 
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twitch Agropyron repens 21 
Ulex europaetlS gorse 89, 91 
Viburnum tinus laurustinus 79 
Viburnum x burkwoodii burkwood viburnum 80 
Vinca minor periwinckle 79 
Viola odorata violet 79,82 
virgilia Vir.gilia 4 
walnut Juglans regia 20 
wattle Acacia 20 
white peppermint Eucalyptus puJchella 77 
white sallee Eucalyptus pauciflora Vll 

winter rose Helleborus 24, 79 
willow Salix 8 
willow myrtle Agonis jlexuosa 7 
wonga vine Pandorea pandorana 18 
Zingiber ginger lily 80,82 
zucchini Cumrbita pepo 24 

Woodland back garden 
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