Wildlife Gardening Autumn 06

Small really is beautiful when it comes to compassionate gardening: 

Not everyone lucky enough to have a garden actually gardens and only a minority do so with delight and a sense of the responsibility that comes with the territory.  It’s important that we behave as stewards of these small patches of ground. Collectively, our gardens are an enormous resource and we have only got them on loan.  In a few years time someone else will be living where we are living now.

The word ‘resource’ provokes some thinking on my part.  What does it take to be ‘resource-full’? Two words come to mind: ‘awareness’ and ‘appreciation’.  We need both of these in order that we garden responsibly. Top of the list I believe, is an awareness and appreciation of the local residents that many of us regard as less than welcome, and by that I mean the other than two-legged ones.
I’ve been thinking recently, about creatures such as insects and what a bad press we have been giving them for so long.  I can imagine hackles rising at this point! What is being forgotten is that these creatures were here a long time before we were, and as custodians of the earth they did a lot less damage.    I have long been fascinated by the sheer ‘otherness’ of these little beings. Hard as it is to understand the world-view of another person, how on earth can we begin to comprehend the world through the experience of an ant, or a ground-beetle?   I believe we should try.  We can begin by looking at them.
To refer to them as vermin, or pests, is to be blind to the wonderful presence that they bring to our lives.  It’s all a matter of perception.   As for aphids, and slugs, and wasps buzzing round our heads as we enjoy dinner in the garden... I am of the view that we learn to live with diversity and that by zapping our gardens with sprays and pellets, we destroy the natural predator/prey balance in much the same way as anti-biotics reduces the body’s healthy immune system. 
We are so used to seeing them as the enemy, as adversaries, that we are blind to the wonders that they are, miracles of evolution all of them. The naturalist Annie Dillard is of the view that it is only possible to know a thing by loving it and taking the time to find out about it.  Unfortunately, many of us are wearing spectacles of prejudice and fear.  Taught as children by hysterical adults, that worms are dirty, that slugs are disgusting, that bees will sting you, we are robbed of our natural awe and sense of kinship.
So, either this autumn, or as a Christmas present to yourself, get yourself a copy of ‘The natural history of the garden’ by Michael Chinery. This is a book crammed full of fascination and wonder, and a perfect antidote to the emotional plague that continues to blind us and our children to the other beings just outside our backdoor.  

I also recommend the above mentioned Annie Dillard and her book of science and poetic reminiscences: ‘Pilgrim at Tinker Creek’ is a treasure.  Good reading and good gardening! 
