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R-SAVING GARDENS" 
by S. Challenger, 
Lecturer in Charge of Agricul t ure, 
Lincoln College. 

er e is no such thing as a labour­
sav ing gard en. All gardens cost labour. 
But d iftcrcnt gardens cost differin g a­
mounts o( labour, and dillerent gar­
deners have differin g ideas on the a­
mount of labour it is reasonab le to 
spend. A "labour-saving garden" str ict­
ly mea ns a garden which costs as little 
as possible in labour [or upkeep, con­
sistent with [u!J.illing its owner's des­
ires. The most Jabour-saving garden of 
all is a section covered with co ncrete, 
but it wouldn't fu)[il th e desires oE 
many gardeners! 

But you n ever get somethin g for 
nothing. Saving o ( Jabour in one direc­
tion mea ns the expenditure of money 
or effort somewhere else. Even the sec­
ti on covered with concrete, wh ich never 
costs Ja bour through th e years, costs 
effort and cash in the beginnin g, when 
the concrtcte is la id. This relatively ob­
vious [act cannot be belaboured too 
stron gly. 

Labo ur-sav ing in th e garden is no 
different to labour-sav ing on the farm. 
The farmer who run s hi s man y acres 
single-handed has the ass istance o( 
machinery and o th er [orms o( ca pita l 
equipment to speed bi s work; hi s bu ild ­
ings arc la id out to apply the lessons o ( 

tim e and motion stud y, so th at wastage 
o[ effort is avoiclccl. The ga rd ener has 
to approach hi s prob lems in the same 
way. Labour goes (urther by employ­
ing machin ery and other a ids to speed 
work; labour wastage is reduced by 

ffccti vc layo uts, combin ed with the 
~moval of lorms o( ga rden ing cost ly in 
lI ort. 

'tan ned Labour-saving 
Labour-sav ing ga rdenin g begins be­

ore th e garden is ever in-ex istence, for 
. begins with thought about what you 

are to grow and how you are to organ­
ise it into a ga rden. It begins with a 
p lan. This is the initi a l ex pend iture o[ 
effort , whi ch many are unw illing to 
give. But a p lan wh ich costs about two 
or three evenings of thought ca n easil y 
sa ve that eflort in avoid ing t ime-wast­
ing snags . Time ca n be saved either by 
the applica tion o( common sense to the 
layo ut o( th e garden, ge tt ing r id o[ re­
peated waste of labour by the assembly 
o( those areas between which one h as 
to go back and (orth ; or b y spending 
money in introducing low upkeep 
items. A (ence is more cost ly in cash 
th an a hedge, or a paved area more 
costly than a lawn , but th eir mainten­
ance is negligible when once insta ll ed . 

A co ncep t of landsca p e ga rdening 
which has gained considerable Cavou r 
overseas is the treatment of th e garden 
as a mere outdoor ex tension to the 
house. The house is idea ll y orga nised 
as three units, and the ga rd en ca n b e 
orga ni sed to corre late with th em. The 
servi ce rooms o [ kitchen and laundry 
may, with advan tage, have th e servi ce 
areas o( the ga rd en - garage, vege­
tab le ga rd en, (ruit garden, and the 
various utility outbuildings - asssemb­
led within rea rn na ble proxim ity. T he 
various rooms o( the house whi ch one 
rega rd s as being relatively priv;ite -
dinin g-room, silting-room and bed­
rooms - may be associated in th e p lan 
with the priva te part o[ th e ga rden , 
which is screened [rom both the stree t 
and th e ut ility area o( th e garden. The 
third un it o[ th e house, the pub li c app· 
roach, should be associated with the 
part o[ th e garden which is seen from 
th e street. A comm on-sense assembly 
a ll round, which enab les th e saving or 
ha lf-minutes a ll clay long. 



Unfortuntely thi s is seldom possible. 
The hous.e layo ut is frequently not con­
ducive to this unified approach . R ooms 
arc not assembled into their blocks ac­
cording to utili sa ti on ; the front door is 
either an, ornam ent or aro und the side 
or rear o f the h ouse . But if yo ur house 
and garden are laid out in a uni fied 
fa shion it provides a basic adva ntage 
in the problem of labour-savin g. 

Mechani cal equipment can save time, 
but even thi s needs to b e allowed for 
in the p lanning stage; access to the 
hedge [or the power trimmer; the a­
voidance of odd b its o [ law n which 
cannot easily be mown with a motor 
1nower ; or the avo idance oE awkward 
angles and corn ers whi ch cost time and 
temper to n ego ti a te. Your layout must 
always allow the most effi cient use to be 
made of machinery. Obstacles of any 
type should be avoided. T his does not 
mean, however, that your ga rden h as to 
consist of stra ight edges and stra ight 
rows. Machiner y ca n be han dled effec­
tively without thi s nega tion of design . 
The choice of planting ma teri al p ro­
foundl y affects the expenditure o f lab­
our. The use o f bedding p lants as the 
backbone of a garden planting is most 
costly in effort, for plants have Lo be 
changed twi ce and p ossibly three times 
a year , regular dead-heading is required 
to mainta in a colourful di splay, and 
the general care and a tt tention is r ela­
tively costly in time. On the other 
hand, the use o f flowering trees and 
shrubs is a method of economising in 
upkeep without losing too much 
colour. In actual (ac t it is difficult to 
provide a graded li st of the rela tive a­
mounts o f tim e required by differen t 
pl an tings. It depends on th e wisdom of 
plant selection and ge neral suitability 
to th e environment and upon the de­
gree of spic and sp an n ea tn ess which 
th e gard ener dem ands. 

Choice Of Plants: 
Banks of annual plants used in lieu 

o [ bedding-out can be mu ch cheaper in 
effort, being sow n on th e spot, al though 
th ey may n ot be so long las tin g in 
effect. H erbaceou s b orders on their 
own are fairly cos tly in labour, requir­
ing stakin g, tying, top-d ressing, forking 
over and so on in clue seaso n. But the 
choice of self-supportin g plants - ir is, 
for example - in preference to the 

weak-kn eed ca n reduce effort - and 
the la bour of mowing a lawn , edging 
on to a border, is less where plants do 
not Hop unduly. Vigorous growing her­
baceou s p lants like mi chaelmas daisy 
demand di vision at frequent intervals 
and are m uch less desirable th an those 
slow-increasing typ es such as p aeony 
whi ch look a fter themselves, despite the 
immedia te effect they give. T he adage 
of "More h aste less speed" is very tru e 
wh en it comes to labour saving. 

H edges are an other example of this 
truism . The average gardener buys the 
most rapid-growing typ e available -
macrocarpa or escallonia are examples 
- partl y to obtain a qui ck result, and 
partly because it is cheap. It grows 
qui ckl y and n eeds frequent trimming. 
Its vigo ur cames depleti on of the food 
reserves in adjacent so il. But if patience 
can be kept the: bes t hedging is often 
one of the more expensive lines - they 
cos t more because they grow slowly. 
T rimmin g is required much less fre­
q uen tly - only once a year with many 
plants - and roo t competition with 
adjacen t plants is much less sever e. 

Trees and shrubs have been instanc­
ed as plants whi ch cost little in labour, 
but they do cost effort if badly chosen . 
Plants which grow stron gly and need 
consta nt trimming to keep within 
bounds., or are susceptible to p est or 
disease and need spraying at too-fre­
qu en t in terva Is should be avoided. 
Flowering plums, clue to the a ttack of 
slugworm, and manukas, clue to man­
uka blight are unfortunately tending 
to come within this la tter ca tegory. 

R ock gard ens are very costl y in h and 
labour, despite the undoubted charm 
whi ch they possess, but it is as well to 
point out h ere that there is a psychol­
ogica l factor which enters into garden 
up keep . A job you ca n fini sh in half­
an-hour is much less effort- w it seems 
- than half-an-hour's work on a job 
th at will take another coupl e of h ours 
to finish. And this tends to apply to 
work on the rock gard en, fo r all th e 
jobs there are small ones. 

Gro und cover plants are seldom seen 
in New Zealand, although they a ttrac t 
considerable favour overseas. Ground 
cover plan ts are perenni als, usuall y 
woody, whi ch carp et the ground to a 
grea ter or lesser depth, smoth ering 



weed growth a nd cutting ma inten­
a nce to a minimum. In the first yea rs o [ 
their life they proba bl y need m ore lab­
our th an m ost thin gs, [or they have to 
be kep t free [rom weed whilst un able 
LO smother it. But as soo n as th ey cover 
the so il surface the growth or a ny seed­
lin gs whi ch a ttempt to gatecrash is in ­
hibited . For open positio n there is 
pro bably nothi ng better than the vari ­
ous form s of hea th er. Dependin g on 
species they flower in summ er or win­
ter, and they m ake an excell ent feature 
on their own account. Shady spots are 
not so easy to furni sh, and those plants 
whi ch tol era te su cn a spo t- ivy a nd 
periwinkle, for exa mple- are too fre­
quentl y regarded as weeds. But th ere 
are suitable pla nts and this method 
o [ labour sav in g is o ne whi ch shoulcl 
be inves ti ga ted m ore ca rcfully. 

When o ne gets clown to the de ta il 
o E gard en d esign , as opposed to th e 
broad issues or choice o f pla nt m ateria l, 
there are many liule dodges [or econo­
mi sing in labour, a lthough certa inly 
some o[ th em may cost mo ney. A rule 
of thumb whi ch ca n be a ppli ed in some 
countri es rega rdin g garden costs is to 
es timate ga rden ex penditure at abou t 
I 0 p er cent o f th e cos t of ho use and 
section. T hi s fi gure is very rarely a t­
ta in ed in New Zea.l and. If it were, th e 
use o f stru ctural materi a ls, whi ch in 
th emselves are labour-savin g, would be 
mu ch m ore w id espread. V\Then th e 
potential ex penditure is low th ere is 
still no reaso n wh y thi s rule o [ thu mb 
fi gure should no t be a ttai ned. Good 
plannin g in th e first instance enables 
you to see a ll th e jo bs whi ch in Legra te 
to make a sa ti sfactory garden which 
avoids was te o [ e ffor t. And good plan­
nin g enables the'e va ri ous jobs to be 
carr ied out in th ei r proper seq uence 
as time and fin ances a llow. Impa ti ence 
is the worst enemy to a labour-savin g 
ga rd en. 

L awns: 
Law n-movin g is a co nsta nt and repe­

titive job, bu t we ca nnot do witho ut 
a la1¥n. lt prov id es th e base lin e, as it 
were, for 1he contras ts o[ fo rm a nd 
colour whi ch make a garden. But work 
ca n be minimised by avo id ing sp litting 
th e law n into secti ons, whi ch m ul tiply 
edging and ha nd cl ipping. If you r 
machin e cuts 14 in ches, th en a 40 in ch 

width o f strip means three p asses with 
the m ower, but a 45 inch strip means 
[our. There is no quick short cut to 
labour-savin g- it is achi eved by at­
tenti o n to numerou s fini cky little de­
ta ils like this. M owin g strips o [ con­
crete a lon g the edges o [ beds avoid 
frequent edg ing, and su ch edgin g as is 
required m ay be quickly carri ed out 
with a wheel cutter. The avoida nce o f 
sm all beds cut in the lawn not only 
acids to the effectiveness o [ yo ur design 
but obvia tes edg ing, too. If at a ll pos­
sible th e lawn should fini sh e ither o n 
a mowing strip- six inches wid e-or 
aga inst a paved p a th whi ch is nush 
with its surface. The use oE small 
kerbs on paved p aths add to your lab­
our, [or dirt spilled over the bed edge 
o nto the p a th ca nn o t be swept stra ight 
back. It has to be pi cked up on a 
shovel. Gravel paths should have a 
sma ll kerb, however, to re tain the 
loose sur face Erom spreadin g on to ad­
jacent areas, particul arl y iE th ey be 
grass, though it is still p ossible to com ­
bine a kerb edge with a mowin g strip 
if desired . The top of the kerb is level 
with th e lawn surface . the path bein g 
sunk . There is no n eed, in thi s case 
to have a wid e mowin g strip . If the 
kerb be, say, four inches thi ck, i t ca n 
be chamfered to two inches wide a t 
th e top by in serti ng a tr ia ngula r pi ece 
o f t imber in th e top o f th e b ox in g 
when co ncre te is p oured . Gra ss w ill 
grow over thi s small strip and di sguise 
it. 

The labour in vo lved by a lawn de · 
pends, too, upon th e sta ncfarcl s o f 
horti cultural perfectio n we desire. The 
use o [ ro ta ry mowers ena bles mowin g 
to be less frequent. a nd ye t lo ng 
grow th can still be contro lled . \ !\T i th 
reel m owers, whi lst it is admi tted th a t 
th e sta nd ard of fi n ish is much bette r, 
mowin g has to be more frequ ent. Con­
trol o f lo ng grass with thi s type of 
mower is far less easv, a nd , indeed , is 
somewha t exaspera tir;g. 

Raised Beds: 
T he u se of ra ised becb, built in 

br ick or stone. save your back, fo r 
weedin g, culti va tin g and waterin g are 
easier to carry ou t, a nd t hey give a 
perma nent cl ea n line be tween th e 
grass p anel a t its base a nd the p la n ts 
in the bed . 1£ th ese la tte r do sprawl 



- well, it adds n othing to yo ur labour 
bill. And if a raised bed is planted 
with low and free-growing shrubs the 
maintenance is negli gible. T h e use of 
raised beds gives an air of defini tion 
whi ch it is diffic ult to ob tain from 
other p lantings. T hey provide a posi­
tive stru ctural element which is espe­
ciall y useful in the smaller typ e of 
ga rden. They can be adapted to u se 
a ~ merely surroundin g and enclos ing 
fea tures, or as an i tem of foca l im­
portance. A paved ap proach to the 
h ouse. high-li ghted b y a raised bed 
planted wi th a p erman ent combinat ion 
of attrac ti ve small sh r ubs can be both 
economi cal in labour and di stin guished 
in appearance . Casual damage of all 
types is obv ia ted by th e bed's h eight, 
whereas a bed at paving level could be 
wa lked over and easily damaged, as 
well as becomin g a recepta ble for odd 
debri s which blows around . 

Labour Saving Gear: 
Garden ers are not too well p rovi ded 

for in labour-saving equipmen t. T here 
is certainly a multipli city of equipment 
on th e m arket, but the ideal of a 
compact p ower unit to which numer­
ous accessories can be quickly coup led 
has yet to be introduced . Most dua l 
purpose machines take so long to adap t 
to th eir new job that it would fre­
quently h ave been qui cker to do th e 
job b y h and. T he garden which is mos t 
economical in labou r is one which 
makes u se of perman ent plantin gs, and 
cultivators are infrequentl y needed 
with them . Motor m owers and h edge 
trimmers are too well known to require 
discussion ; it is in the field of efficien t 
sprayers, small tools and wa ter­
sprinkling devices tha t la bour-sav ing 
most likely will be achi eved. Few 
garden ers p ossess a really effective 
kn apsack sprayer- and ye t spray ing is 
one of th e jobs we are frequently 
bound to do, wheth er it is li ked or not. 
T he average gardener spends fa r 
longer either on th e encl o f a l10Ee 
or in shifting hoses than he should do. 
There are highly effect ive permanent 

sprinkler sys tems ava ilable which when 
once installed merely need a turn of 
the tap to op erate them. When sp tfo k­
ling is over the nozzles drop back ~o 
their position below ground and out of 
reach of the mower. 

W eed Control: 
Weed control chemicals canno t be 

classed as eq ui p m en t, but their efficient 
use can save labour in many ways. The 
use of hormones Eor lawn weed con­
trol is well establish ed, but the t• se 
of chemi cals such as Phytazol A for 
clea n-up of exi sting vege ta tion, or pre­
emergence weed-killers amon gst n ewly 
planted shrubs has been far from wi de­
ly exploited . W eed control by cultiva­
ti on will always remain of major im­
portance in the home garden, however , 
and the application of basic rul rs of 
husbandry will materi ally aid con trol 
here. Hoeing or scuffling the surface 
before it is apparently r equired is fre­
quently regarded as a waste of t ime, 
but five minutes then save ha lf an hour 
la ter on. Small weeds can be chopped 
off, but large weeds have to be hand­
pulled one a t a time. Perennial weeds 
are the worst curse in a garden, bu t if 
the ground is cleared completely be­
fore planting, either by ch emicals or 
cultiva tion, the problem is slight. 
Again , it should b e pointed out that 
h as ty preparation and planting leads 
to p ermanent expenditure of la bour 
later on. Once p erennial weed roots 
are firmly interwoven with those of the 
rightful inh abitan ts of a b ed eradica­
tion is almost impossible. 

In Summary: 
Garden mainten ace can be either 

costly or cheap in labour dep endin g 
on what we exp ect from our garden . 
But it is possible to obtain equal aes­
theti c. pleasure from each typ e of lay­
out, depending on our individual re­
actions. T here is only one golden rule 
in producing a Jabour-sav ing ga rden-­
the labour you save through th e year-; 
dep ends very large ly upo n the thought, 
energy and expenditure yo u pu t in to 
the job a t its commencement. · 
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