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Early on in pregnancy, I dreamt I was a tomato plant. I 
had thick, green branches and one plump, perfectly ripe 

tomato dangling off me like an out-of-season Christmas 
ornament. If this has never happened to you, let me tell you 
it takes a while to wake up from dreaming you’re a tomato 
plant, to snap out of those slow, strange, vegetal concerns and 
into a way of thinking that’s a bit more human, quicker and 
more complex, if not really more satisfying.

I know the underlying metaphor of this dream—that 
pregnancy is like gardening—is clichéd, a worn-out and 
obvious connection between two states of fecundity, but 
that’s what I dreamt, and there’s no denying the heft of the 
subconscious. Besides, the connection between our own 
fertility and the nurturing of our crops is as ancient as the 
planting and harvesting rituals of early farmers. These old ties 
are strong; in poring over heirloom and conventional seed 
catalogs in January, then spending hours hand-digging and 
amending the soil of my little garden plot in February and 
March while thinking my green and gravid thoughts, I invited 
a certain sense of expectancy into my life, unwittingly setting 
the stage for a day in early April when a positive pregnancy 
test (one of the few things many people are happy to test 
positive for) sent me careening around our little rental house 
whooping, laughing, and crying. Later, when my husband 
Sean got home and I told him the news, all he could say was 
“Well, what do you know about that?” over and over, his grin 
as wide as the truck we both felt run over by.

After the initial waves of elation recede a bit, a mother-
to-be is often beset by new fears. For me, a first-timer at the 
“advanced maternal age” of thirty-six, the first few months of 
pregnancy were often unsettling; the onslaught of morning 
sickness (more like all-day car sickness) combined in a surreal 
and nauseating swirl with my anxious study of pregnancy 

handbooks, which delivered unnerving early pregnancy 
statistics and used sobering words like “viability.” What a 
relief to escape to my little garden, where I could play at 
making eight-foot tall tepees for our rattlesnake pole beans 
out of trash saplings we culled from the garden plot last fall, 
back when we had just made the felicitous discovery that 
there were old raised beds under all that overgrown mess 
in the back yard. Planting the beans in mid-April, I was 
reassured by the soil’s warmth in my hands. Everything was as 
it should be, I thought; nature will do what it does. The beans 
would sprout or they wouldn’t, and that’s how it goes. The 
beans sprouted. In an early ultrasound, I got to see our baby’s 
strong little heartbeat.

At the end of April we set out our tomato starts. In 
addition to some fail-safe Better Boys, we chose a beautiful 
variety of heirloom plants from the growers at the Redding 
Farmers’ Market—broad-shouldered orange Kellogg’s 
Breakfast, spicy Aunt Ruby’s German Green, the irresistibly 
named Boxcar Willie, lobe-shaped Orange Oxheart, and 
bi-colored Flame. I confess to tending these tomatoes like 
children, worrying about their growth and hovering over 
them countless times a day while inspecting every leaf and 
bloom. Despite my unnecessary diligence, they grew just 
fine on their own and set plenty of fruit, although we were 
plagued by some blossom end rot and radial cracking later 
on. In addition to the beans and the tomatoes, we planted 
corn, bush pickling cucumbers, hot and sweet peppers, 
assorted summer squash, watermelon, and a few eggplants. 
The eggplant turned out to be my favorites; the one called 
Fairytale set whole clusters of 2-3” fruit covered in delicate 
lavender-and-white striations. Gathering a pound and a half 
or so from one plant, I sliced them, sautéed them in a little 
local olive oil, then marinated them in lemon juice, mint, and 
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oregano. Over the course of the summer, the tomatoes ended 
up on pizza, in pasta, in salads, in everything.

Around the time we began to harvest tomatoes and 
eggplant, I felt the first faint movements of my little one, 
somewhat like the tense rippling feel of a nibble on your hook 
while trout fishing—a strange sensation to feel internally. To 
know that you are carrying a child is one thing, but to feel 
that first contact, or “quickening,” as many call it, is entirely 
another; all the pregnancy anxieties that I had been holding 
at bay with garden work began to dissipate. After all, here she 
was, finally making her presence known! She and I quickly 
settled into a morning schedule: wake up, have breakfast 
while she practices a few wake-up kicks and other abdominal 
calisthenics, and putter out to the garden to see what’s ripe 
and in need of picking. Sean, an early riser to the tune of 4:30 
am, usually has already taken care of the watering duties.

And, of course, in the way of the gardening/pregnancy 
cliché, I too am beginning to ripen; first the “quickening,” 
and now my amazing expandable mid-section, which bears 
little resemblance to the waistline I only dimly remember 
from a few short months ago. I recognize that these physical 
changes can seem daunting for some expectant mothers, 
but I find myself mostly in awe of the flexibility and 
transformational powers of my own body—who knew my 
skin could stretch so far? Who knew my feet could grow a size 
in a month? And as someone who has lived too often in the 
mind, I find that now I feel fundamentally human, fleshly, a 
living thing sharing in the processes of all living things.

That kind of sharing is one of the reasons Sean and I 
wanted to plant a garden in the first place: to restore a small 
sense of connection to the plants that sustain us rather 
than buying the bulk of our food from places hundreds 
if not thousands of miles away. Both of us grew up in the 
country, watching our mothers garden and preserve fruits 
and vegetables and our fathers raise meat for the table. We 
both realize that this is a somewhat anachronistic background 
to most American adults in our age group, whose parents 
relied on the conveniences of the supermarket, and the 
gap between table and farm is even wider for most young 
people today; in Barbara Kingsolver’s book Animal, Vegetable, 
Miracle, her husband Steven Hopp observes that many of the 
children with whom he has worked on community gardening 
projects don’t have a basic understanding of how vegetables 
grow, for example, that potatoes grow underground. 
Call me old-fashioned, but I would find it peculiar if my 
daughter didn’t know that potatoes grow underground. In 
our contemporary milieu of GMO foods, agribusiness, and 
CAFOs (the concentrated animal feeding operations where 
most supermarket meat is “raised”), wanting your daughter 
to know how to grow her own potatoes smacks of political 
activism—and a sign of how estranged we have become from 
what really sustains us.

I am no political activist. Rather, when I put my hands 
in the earth, I hear my mother’s voice, teaching me when to 
sow and what, how deep to plant and how many, what the 
soil needs and what it doesn’t. Because of her efforts, I ate like 
the most high-end Whole Foods shopper as a child, gorging 
myself on pints of fresh raspberries (which I sometimes 
whined about having to pick again) and a remarkable bounty 
of fresh and home-canned vegetables. This is the heritage 
I want to pass on to my daughter: the experience of being 
taught by your parents how to grow the food that graces your 
own table. This year’s modest garden is our start, our first 
year of gardening together. It will probably be years before 
Sean and I have a chance to produce the kind of volume and 
variety of food that our parents did, and I’m sure there will 
be plenty of setbacks and surprises along the way. Our little 
girl will be learning right beside us. Along with teaching her 
the ABCs, we will make sure she knows about soil, sun, water, 
and seed—the much, much older fundamentals.1

Sara McCurry and her husband Sean planted and harvest 
their backyard garden, appropriately enough, in Redding’s 
Garden District. In addition to enjoying their garden and the 
anticipation of the arrival of their daughter, they often enjoy 
plunking out some jugband tunes with friends. 


