
A Constant Gardener
'Tis an unweeded garden that grows to seed
Shakespeare ‘Hamlet’
The seed of manic depression was planted in my garden over 25 years ago. Since then, I have been a constant gardener.

My manic depression tree (which I call ‘my MDT’) currently grows unobtrusively beside my acacias, gums and wattles. Although my MDT has not blossomed for many years, I am not fooled by its extended period of fallow. With an MDT, you can never really be sure – this tree is full of surprises. 

Essential ingredients for any healthy garden are regular mulching, fertilising, composting, weeding, watering and pruning.  These same gardening principles apply to managing a garden with a MDT. However, I need to prune more than an average gardener prunes. After a hectic day, a clip with the secateurs ensures my garden does not grow out of control. I also have faith in my macrobiotic compost. This mulch is filled with my life experiences, including those I gained during episodes of floods and droughts.

In an ideal world, I would choose to cultivate an organic garden. But I need chemicals to keep the soil around my MDT balanced. These chemicals are strongly recommended for gardens with a MDT. However I do not rely only on these chemicals. My garden is nurtured with so much more.

My garden thrives on sunshine, though sometimes it needs shade. It is all about finding the right balance. Naturally, this balance is different for each garden. As global gardeners, we accommodate our MDTs according to our local climate, soil, water and cultural gardening practices. Although climate change makes managing a garden a bit tricky, it is not the end of the world.
I am fortunate to come from a lineage of gardens with MDTs. My family tree is filled with MDTs blossoming with wild illusions of grandeur. These intoxicating periods were invariably followed by extended periods of devastating drought.
My ancestors lived during eras when people denied their MDTs. Their denial created a genealogy of gardens with expansive beds of exotic fruit trees and wild flowers. Magnificent landscapes hid the MDTs that were planted on the outskirts of the garden. My ancestral landscapers were deluded into thinking that no-one noticed their faraway trees. Shrouded in secrecy, they were out of sight and out of mind. Of course everyone noticed the MDTs, but they were not discussed, at least not in ear shot of my ancestors. Instead, people talked about my ancestor’s MDT when they were out of their garden.
So, to cut a long stem short, I inherited my family’s garden, including a MDT. When I was first told that I had a MDT in my garden, I headed straight to a hardware store. I was obsessed with the idea of removing the MDT from my garden. I could talk about nothing else, day and night. Who could blame me? Nobody wants a manic depression tree in their backyard.

I purchased the organic weed that everyone was raving about. But cannabis just made my MDT grow like mad. At first, my garden experienced a wonderful outburst, including lots of lively wisteria. MDTs can be amazing, particularly in a manic phase. However, my mother saw a potential for my MDT to spread its roots everywhere. If left untreated, the MDT would take over my entire garden.
I stopped applying cannabis on my MDT, though I still hoard a small amount in a pot for special occasions. Without frequent applications of cannabis, I learnt to manage my MDT. With the help of close friends, including my mother, I developed a Grow Well Plan. With my gardening guide at my side, and a sun hat protecting my head, I focus on growing a beautiful garden, even with my maddening MDT.
How do I do it? First, I was fortunate that the MDT was spotted when it first began sprouting. For a short time only, my MDT leaves shot till they dropped. I thank my family tree for the speedy diagnosis. Secondly, I always accepted my family tree. How could I deny my MDT when it was there for all to see?
The major hurdle in managing my MDT came from outside my garden. Finding a suitable specialist to help me manage my MDT continues to be difficult. Although there is an abundance of gardening experts out there, they all want to take control of my MDT. But I wanted to learn how to manage my own MDT.
Rather than work with professional gardening groups that specialise in MDTs, I settled for the common garden variety, ‘Dr Jim’s Gardening Service’. Dr Jim recommended a lithium based fertiliser, with regular testing so the soil did not become toxic. Around the same time every year, I invite Dr Jim to visit my garden to test the acidity of the soil around the MDT. 
Dr Jim is a nice enough bloke. The problem is that he likes to chat about the other plants in my garden. I remind him to stay focused on testing the soil around the MDT. After all, I am paying him by the hour, and his services are not cheap.

While using the top-of-the-range fertiliser, it was necessary to protect my garden’s watering system. Lithium based fertilisers are known to disrupt a garden’s irrigation. So it came as no great surprise when, after twenty or so years of applying lithium to my garden, my sprinklers suddenly stopped sprinkling. I hollered for Dr Bob, a well known irrigation specialist. Boy was Bob expensive. This proved to be no laughing matter. After numerous tests, some of them nuclear, Bob diagnosed chronic irrigation failure. He prescribed a new fertiliser. Bob’s new beaut fertiliser temporarily devastated my entire garden, but that is another story.
Chemicals aside, my garden thrives thanks to gardening advice from my communal gardeners. Gardening with friends who have both feet on the ground provides the collective wisdom to help me manage my own garden, including my MDT. This down-to-earth advice guides my Grow Well Plan. 
Perhaps the best advice was given to me long before my manic depression tree ever sprouted. My grandmother, Garnie, said: “Never take a garden for granted.” She taught me to be mindful of my garden.
Garnie loved a good yarn. She told stories about the vagaries of nature. She taught her grandchildren to respect the changing seasons. Without proper planning, a flash flood or a strong wind could have devastating effects on any garden, especially a garden with a MDT.
Although Garnie did not have a MDT in her own garden, she kept a watchful eye for extreme seasonal changes. She had sensible ways to prevent disaster during a flood, drought or bush fire. These day-to-day strategies help all gardens to grow. However, with a MDT, this is not always enough. Specific precautions are also needed. These include awareness of what sets a MDT off. In extreme conditions, these triggers may cause a garden to die.
I know my garden’s triggers better than I know the back of my gumboot. This insight helps me to know what to avoid. Some cacti, particularly prickly pears, can send my MDT right off. Unfortunately, when visiting other gardens, it is not always possible to avoid prickly pears – many people grow them as inside plants. So I need to minimise the impact of prickly pears. Even now, I sometimes get pricked. Fortunately, my gardening group is well versed in recognising my early warning signs. If I continue to dig after dusk, they have my permission to hose me down.

Last year, I disclosed my garden in the Open Garden Scheme. Although I was proud to share my garden with the public, disclosure had its costs. When the public saw my manic depression tree (even though it had not blossomed for years), MDTs were all they talked about. It nearly drove me mad. What about all the other exquisite flowers in my garden?

Although I accept the presence of a MDT in my garden, I do not obsess about it. I have a yearly appointment with Dr Jim. I also spend time each day resting on my lush lawn, eating vegetables from my garden, and taking time-out to play with my plants. I also talk with the numerous birds and wildlife who visit my garden regularly. Years ago, a few birds said cruel things about my MDT. My black dog chased them out of the garden.

It may sound crazy, but I thank my ancestors for my Manic Depression Tree. It nourishes my garden with its rare insight and wisdom. If it is true that only one in five Australians have the benefit of a mental illness tree in their garden, then I count myself as one of the lucky ones.
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