Spring Valley woman has a talent for gardening 
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SPRING VALLEY — Sometimes strangers will pass by Ethel Murray's apartment and hand her money to care for the dozens of flowers that frame her front patio.

"My pastor says everyone has a talent," said Murray, who will be 91 in August. "He told me flowers are my talent."

The Rockland Psychiatric Center retiree has been working on her garden for the past 31 years.

Geraniums, lilies and rose bushes drape over the white picket fence that hugs the perimeter of Murray's patio, and stacked crates provide extra room for flower pots.

An oak tree towers over the lush array of plants and the small plot of earth on the side of the apartment where cloves, cabbage and onions grow.

With her home across the street from the Spring Valley Memorial Park pool, people stop and admire the garden, which has no visible competitors.

"Teenagers come by and ask me, 'How do you do it?' " Murray said, seated under the striped umbrella of her patio table. "I cut it short and say, 'Just do it!' It is too long of a story to tell."

Murray's interest in planting flowers and vegetables began as a child in Tuskegee, Ala.

"It started when I was 7 years old. I used to pick up dead flowers and replant them," Murray said. "My father dug up a plot in the grove where I could plant my own garden."

Flower pots hang off the ceiling of the patio and the oak tree. Inside her apartment, green plants cover a wall and eight framed beautification awards from the village of Spring Valley are displayed between family portraits.

"They invite me to meetings and give me the awards," Murray said of the village. "They encourage me to keep doing it."

Murray uses a hose, watering can and gallon jugs to water her garden. A clay-colored bucket holds the hedge clippers and shovels.

"My doctor passed by one night at 11:30 and saw me watering my hanging plants," said Murray, who chuckled at the memory. "He told me he wouldn't blow his horn because he didn't want to see me jump around."

Murray's son, Thomas, remembers his mother always having a flower and vegetable garden.

"You have to have a reason to get up in the morning, and it keeps her going," said Thomas Murray, who lives in Hillcrest.

Toby Jackson, Murray's oldest daughter, always says, "I don't know when she is going to stop" said Murray.

"I can't do as much as I have been doing, but I like the looks of it and I like to see it grow," said Murray as she leaned against a patio chair and gazed at the flowers. "Sometimes it surprises me the way it grows."

