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THE
WEEKENDER HOMES ALONE

Be kind to your
dogs and just say

no to grass

T
HIS is the time of year
when experts tell us to
stop cutting our lawns so
often and, when we do

cut it, to make sure the mower
blades are raised to prevent the
roots of the grass being burnt.
With the summer rains tapering
off up north, it also requires more
watering to keep lawns to the
bowling green perfection so be-
loved of many proud homeowners.

South African gardeners have a
strong addiction to grass and
lawns seem to be an essential ele-
ment in most gardens. In the af-
fluent suburbs, large lush areas of
lawn are a major feature, but even
many of the most humble town-
ship houses have a patch of grass.
And in townhouse complexes
where developers have grudgingly
given some of the dwellings a tiny
garden, grass is prominent, even
though the person cutting it has to
manoeuvre an unwieldy mower
around awkward little spaces.

Durban and Cape Town have
beaches for leisure activities, but
in Gauteng it is either a crowded
public park, a dusty street or, for
those fortunate enough to be able
to afford the space, the garden.

Locked safely behind big gates
and high walls, many Gautengers
spend their weekends in their
backyards with the kids playing
cricket or soccer on the large
expanse of lawn. And what would
a traditional “braai area" be with-
out a patch of grass?

Rand Water’s Guide to a Water
Wise Way of Life is trying to
change this: “Lawns are lovely to
look at and they provide space for
play and entertaining, but they
also need a lot of water and main-
tenance. So, when planning your
garden, think about how much
lawn you require, and place it only
where you really need it.

“For best visual effects, use
lawn near the house, and, more
practically, in areas where you
plan to play sports."

Lucy Siegle, the Observer news-
paper’s arbiter of all things ecolog-
ically sound and environmentally
friendly, advocates more extreme
measures: “The average suburban
garden is a prime target to be
‘retrofitted’ into an ethical perma-
culture garden that produces food.
After years of doing little, the soil
is usually nicely fertile, ready to
work hard by growing all manner
of produce.

“This is provided you have beds
rather than lawns, known by hor-
ticulturalists as ‘the spoiled brats
of the plant kingdom’. Lawns do
not like to be productive. They
guzzle water, are routinely covered
in herbicides and traditionally
mowed by a polluting mower with
all the energy efficiency of a
knackered old motorbike. One
study even found higher inci-
dences of bladder cancer in dogs
exposed to lawn fertilisers."

I doubt if the idea of uprooting
all grass and planting mielies
would catch on in lawn-loving
South African suburbs. After all,
even in rural KwaZulu-Natal and
Transkei, “grass" is the dominant
crop. But there are less radical
alternatives.

For those living in townhouses
with small gardens, unless you
really have to have a bit of lawn for
your children to play on, you can
cut out grass altogether. Most
townhouses can do with more liv-
ing space, so think of your garden
as another “room". A paved area
underneath a creeper-covered per-
gola is an ideal place for a table
and chairs where you can eat
breakfast, enjoy afternoon tea or
even eat supper in good weather.

A circular space covered
with gravel or pebbles and
surrounded by groundcov-

er with shade provided by trees is
also a good place for some garden
furniture (wrought iron not plas-
tic, please). Or you could have a
path of bricks or pavers laid
between plants leading to a bench
placed at the end of the garden.

Those with bigger gardens
should take Rand Water’s advice
and “avoid using lawn on steep
slopes, next to fences and narrow
walkways as these are difficult
areas to maintain". Cutting out the
fussy little bits of lawn and having
one well-shaped area makes for
easier mowing, less watering and
creates more room for growing
flowers or vegetables.

And now that winter is almost
here, don’t be ashamed to let
nature take its course. The grass
isn’t always greener; in winter it
goes brown — if you don’t use huge
amounts of water, that is.

So give it a try. Just say no to
grass. It’s better for the environ-
ment … and your dog’s bladder.

Chancey
Gardener

World would be lost
without big metal box
AUS truck driver
launched containers
50 years ago.Without
them, globalisation
would not have been
possible, argues
SARAHMURRAY

A
PRIL 1956 was an
eventful month. Elvis
Presley’s Heartbreak
Hotel became his first
gold record. Actress

Grace Kelly married Prince
Rainier III of Monaco. And the last
French troops left Vietnam.

Less well remembered is the
fact that on April 26, what one
reporter described as an “old
bucket of bolts" set sail from the
US port of Newark, New Jersey,
and headed for Houston, Texas.

The vessel — a converted
Second World War tanker — was a
curious-looking craft. But with a
reinforced deck carrying 58 metal
boxes, the Ideal-X initiated the
first scheduled containership ser-
vice, an idea that was to have pro-
found implications for the world.

Since the late 1960s, this steel
box has transformed world trade.
Few people notice containers, but
more than 90% of global trade
travels inside them. As Marc
Levinson argues in his recently
published book, The Box: How the
Shipping Container Made the
World Smaller and the Economy
Bigger, this metal object paved the
way for globalisation.

The genius behind the shipping
container was Malcom McLean, a
North Carolina truck driver who
watched cotton bales being loaded
on to a vessel and realised it would
be easier to hoist the whole trailer.

McLean’s simple idea was to
end break-bulk shipping, in which

cargo had to be separately loaded,
packed, arranged and unloaded —
a practice that had changed little
in centuries.

However, while the use of con-
tainers could reduce shipping
costs dramatically and deliver
goods much faster, the concept
took time to catch on.

Ports operators and ship own-
ers were reluctant to put money
into new equipment, vessels and
port infrastructure and, down on
the docks, unions saw jobs under
threat and dug their heels in.

The dock workers’ worst fears
were eventually realised. Back
then, shifting cargo required
hooks, nets and sheer brute force.
As big machines and containers
took over, thousands of labourers
were put out of work. In 1986 the
International Longshoremen’s
Union told the New York Times
that the number of its members
working in New York Harbour had
plummeted to 8 500 from more
than 30 000 in 1960.

A revolution was gathering
momentum with intermodalism,
an efficient system whereby con-
tainers could be shifted seamlessly

from boats to trucks and trains.
Throughout the 1970s, this system
spread throughout the global
transport network, creating an en-
vironment in which, today, goods
are in almost perpetual motion.

Containers also transformed
cargo-carrying vessels into gigan-
tic low-slung craft, with the deck
acting as a vast tray on which the
boxes were stacked. One of the
largest today is the OOCL Shen-
zhen, which is roughly the length
of three football fields (275m).

Containers allow goods to be
transported in previously unimag-
inable quantities, cutting prices
and increasing supply. Living
standards have improved as the
world is able to buy cheap televi-
sions, cars and washing machines
from far-away markets.

With dramatically lower ship-
ping costs, manufacturing pro-
cesses were radically altered.
Geography became irrelevant for
manufacturers, who now make
their jeans or computers where
wages are lowest.

If containers are responsible
for bringing us what we need, they
can also deliver unwanted cargo.

Stowaways have caused head-
aches for sea captains since the
earliest days of shipping, but as
immigrants go to increasingly ex-
treme lengths to escape poverty
and persecution, the container has
provided a new hiding place.

Another, still darker, side of the
container has gained attention in
recent years. Since the terrorist
attacks of September 11 2001, the
realisation that a shipping con-
tainer could transport chemical,
biological or nuclear weapons to
US soil has sent a chill through the
corridors of power.

Even lost or damaged contain-
ers have their impact. While
yachtsmen worry about being hit
by one of the thousands of con-
tainers lost overboard each year,
one group of professionals hopes
to benefit from cargo lost at sea.
Scientists trying to gain a better
understanding of ocean currents
are tracking the movement of
29 000 plastic ducks floating
around the world 14 years after
their container crashed into the
sea in the north Pacific.

The steel boxes even prove use-
ful once their careers in the trans-
port chain are over. In SA, growing
numbers of schoolchildren find
themselves in classrooms made
from containers. Since the 1990s,
shipping company Safmarine has
been donating containers to
schools and charities.

Cyberspace has revolutionised
the shipping industry, enhancing
the efficiency of freight handling,
cutting down on paperwork and
allowing shippers to track the
progress of their goods on the
internet. But behind all this hi-
tech activity is a low-tech object of
profound importance. For until a
Star Trek-style transporter per-
mits solid objects to be beamed
across time and space, we are
stuck with bubble-wrap, brown
paper and a big metal box.

� Sarah Murray is a New-York based
freelance writer

TRADEMAKER: A woman carries wood on her head as a container truck passes by

Time for homegrown pleasures
GROWING your own veg-

etables goes in and out of
favour: the appeal faded

somewhat with the initial rise of
supermarkets and the feeling that
life was so much easier. Grow-
your-own is now mightily back in
fashion. What is going on?

One good reason is that the
vegetables in supermarkets are
decidedly second-rate. Before the
retailers brandish their “class one”
labels and shoot me, I suggest they
take a look at the magnificent
wrought-iron central market, the
Mercato Centrale, in Florence.

Stuff they label “class one”
would not even be allowed
through the door. We seem to have
forgotten what an aubergine can
look like and few of us have any

idea of the potential of bulbous
fennel when it is grown at full Ital-
ian capacity.

There is also the matter of fruit.
Most supermarket fruit has been
pre-chilled, I presume, because
when I bring it home it has the
texture of a hand-grenade and
ripens a few centimetres into its
centre before becoming soggy and
going off.

So, there you have a good rea-
son. Grow your own, outwit the
supermarkets and, even when
they strike back, rest assured that
you will have access to very young
vegetables at a size they do not
even consider. Tiny carrots and
very young beans are an exquisite
luxury that they will never offer
you. I am really not surprised that

vegetable gardening is making a
comeback.

I would also like to think that
gardening has something to do
with this revival. Vegetables give a
quick return and if one attempt is
a disaster, you can always hide it
and go over to a second sowing,
telling visitors you have just eaten
the previous crop.

I am especially drawn to the
very easy or rather tricky, neither
of which are predictably available
from the big supermarket chains. I
think of runner beans; people dis-
like them when they are too old
but they are the most marvellous
value and I like to see them twin-
ing up their elegant canes. The
seeds can perfectly well be sown
within the next two weeks.

Remember that you should eat
all runner beans much earlier than
the catalogue pictures tell you to.
By the time they have reached the
size illustrated, the beans are al-
most inedible.

As a sideline, I like growing my
own courgettes. Any fool can do it,
but only a discriminating fool will
hunt for the variety called Kojac,
which has the virtue of being
spineless, so that it does not trou-
ble you when you pick the young
fruits. Supermarkets stock per-
fectly good alternatives, but they
stock them at such a size that they
are already past their best. They al-
so deny you the courgette flowers
that are such a pretty and tasty ad-
dition to a salad.Financial Times
ROBIN LANE FOX

WORLDLYWEALTH: Dubai’s docks are piled high with containers filled with goods that will be shipped around the world. Picture: THE NEW YORK TIMES

GREEN GUZZLER: A lawn is a beautiful, but thirsty, feature in your garden

SUPER FRESH: Growing your own veggies is the only way to match the quality of the
produce in this Romanmarket. Picture: THE NEW YORK TIMES
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your children to play on, you can
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placed at the end of the garden.

Those with bigger gardens
should take Rand Water’s advice
and “avoid using lawn on steep
slopes, next to fences and narrow
walkways as these are difficult
areas to maintain". Cutting out the
fussy little bits of lawn and having
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tainers could reduce shipping
costs dramatically and deliver
goods much faster, the concept
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Second World War tanker — was a
curious-looking craft. But with a
reinforced deck carrying 58 metal
boxes, the Ideal-X initiated the
first scheduled containership ser-
vice, an idea that was to have pro-
found implications for the world.

Since the late 1960s, this steel
box has transformed world trade.
Few people notice containers, but
more than 90% of global trade
travels inside them. As Marc
Levinson argues in his recently
published book, The Box: How the
Shipping Container Made the
World Smaller and the Economy
Bigger, this metal object paved the
way for globalisation.

The genius behind the shipping
container was Malcom McLean, a
North Carolina truck driver who
watched cotton bales being loaded
on to a vessel and realised it would
be easier to hoist the whole trailer.

McLean’s simple idea was to
end break-bulk shipping, in which

cargo had to be separately loaded,
packed, arranged and unloaded —
a practice that had changed little
in centuries.

However, while the use of con-
tainers could reduce shipping
costs dramatically and deliver
goods much faster, the concept
took time to catch on.

Ports operators and ship own-
ers were reluctant to put money
into new equipment, vessels and
port infrastructure and, down on
the docks, unions saw jobs under
threat and dug their heels in.

The dock workers’ worst fears
were eventually realised. Back
then, shifting cargo required
hooks, nets and sheer brute force.
As big machines and containers
took over, thousands of labourers
were put out of work. In 1986 the
International Longshoremen’s
Union told the New York Times
that the number of its members
working in New York Harbour had
plummeted to 8 500 from more
than 30 000 in 1960.

A revolution was gathering
momentum with intermodalism,
an efficient system whereby con-
tainers could be shifted seamlessly

from boats to trucks and trains.
Throughout the 1970s, this system
spread throughout the global
transport network, creating an en-
vironment in which, today, goods
are in almost perpetual motion.

Containers also transformed
cargo-carrying vessels into gigan-
tic low-slung craft, with the deck
acting as a vast tray on which the
boxes were stacked. One of the
largest today is the OOCL Shen-
zhen, which is roughly the length
of three football fields (275m).

Containers allow goods to be
transported in previously unimag-
inable quantities, cutting prices
and increasing supply. Living
standards have improved as the
world is able to buy cheap televi-
sions, cars and washing machines
from far-away markets.

With dramatically lower ship-
ping costs, manufacturing pro-
cesses were radically altered.
Geography became irrelevant for
manufacturers, who now make
their jeans or computers where
wages are lowest.

If containers are responsible
for bringing us what we need, they
can also deliver unwanted cargo.

Stowaways have caused head-
aches for sea captains since the
earliest days of shipping, but as
immigrants go to increasingly ex-
treme lengths to escape poverty
and persecution, the container has
provided a new hiding place.

Another, still darker, side of the
container has gained attention in
recent years. Since the terrorist
attacks of September 11 2001, the
realisation that a shipping con-
tainer could transport chemical,
biological or nuclear weapons to
US soil has sent a chill through the
corridors of power.

Even lost or damaged contain-
ers have their impact. While
yachtsmen worry about being hit
by one of the thousands of con-
tainers lost overboard each year,
one group of professionals hopes
to benefit from cargo lost at sea.
Scientists trying to gain a better
understanding of ocean currents
are tracking the movement of
29 000 plastic ducks floating
around the world 14 years after
their container crashed into the
sea in the north Pacific.

The steel boxes even prove use-
ful once their careers in the trans-
port chain are over. In SA, growing
numbers of schoolchildren find
themselves in classrooms made
from containers. Since the 1990s,
shipping company Safmarine has
been donating containers to
schools and charities.

Cyberspace has revolutionised
the shipping industry, enhancing
the efficiency of freight handling,
cutting down on paperwork and
allowing shippers to track the
progress of their goods on the
internet. But behind all this hi-
tech activity is a low-tech object of
profound importance. For until a
Star Trek-style transporter per-
mits solid objects to be beamed
across time and space, we are
stuck with bubble-wrap, brown
paper and a big metal box.

� Sarah Murray is a New-York based
freelance writer

TRADEMAKER: A woman carries wood on her head as a container truck passes by

Time for homegrown pleasures
GROWING your own veg-

etables goes in and out of
favour: the appeal faded

somewhat with the initial rise of
supermarkets and the feeling that
life was so much easier. Grow-
your-own is now mightily back in
fashion. What is going on?

One good reason is that the
vegetables in supermarkets are
decidedly second-rate. Before the
retailers brandish their “class one”
labels and shoot me, I suggest they
take a look at the magnificent
wrought-iron central market, the
Mercato Centrale, in Florence.

Stuff they label “class one”
would not even be allowed
through the door. We seem to have
forgotten what an aubergine can
look like and few of us have any

idea of the potential of bulbous
fennel when it is grown at full Ital-
ian capacity.

There is also the matter of fruit.
Most supermarket fruit has been
pre-chilled, I presume, because
when I bring it home it has the
texture of a hand-grenade and
ripens a few centimetres into its
centre before becoming soggy and
going off.

So, there you have a good rea-
son. Grow your own, outwit the
supermarkets and, even when
they strike back, rest assured that
you will have access to very young
vegetables at a size they do not
even consider. Tiny carrots and
very young beans are an exquisite
luxury that they will never offer
you. I am really not surprised that

vegetable gardening is making a
comeback.

I would also like to think that
gardening has something to do
with this revival. Vegetables give a
quick return and if one attempt is
a disaster, you can always hide it
and go over to a second sowing,
telling visitors you have just eaten
the previous crop.

I am especially drawn to the
very easy or rather tricky, neither
of which are predictably available
from the big supermarket chains. I
think of runner beans; people dis-
like them when they are too old
but they are the most marvellous
value and I like to see them twin-
ing up their elegant canes. The
seeds can perfectly well be sown
within the next two weeks.

Remember that you should eat
all runner beans much earlier than
the catalogue pictures tell you to.
By the time they have reached the
size illustrated, the beans are al-
most inedible.

As a sideline, I like growing my
own courgettes. Any fool can do it,
but only a discriminating fool will
hunt for the variety called Kojac,
which has the virtue of being
spineless, so that it does not trou-
ble you when you pick the young
fruits. Supermarkets stock per-
fectly good alternatives, but they
stock them at such a size that they
are already past their best. They al-
so deny you the courgette flowers
that are such a pretty and tasty ad-
dition to a salad.Financial Times
ROBIN LANE FOX

WORLDLYWEALTH: Dubai’s docks are piled high with containers filled with goods that will be shipped around the world. Picture: THE NEW YORK TIMES

GREEN GUZZLER: A lawn is a beautiful, but thirsty, feature in your garden

SUPER FRESH: Growing your own veggies is the only way to match the quality of the
produce in this Romanmarket. Picture: THE NEW YORK TIMES


