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A stunning Rhododendron collection growing at the Royal Horticultural Society Garden Wisley in Surrey, England.
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Raindrops glisten on the young leaves of Cercis canadensis.
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An English bluebell wood is the essence of springtime.


 
	


Preface


My journey to shade gardening came about through my early love of trees and natural areas. Growing up in a village in rural England, we took long walks beneath trees, through shady lanes, and along hedgerows. With my botanist father as a guide, we’d stop at each plant and he would tell me its name. I learned from a young age that certain plants could only be found in the partial shade at the base of a hedge, while others only grew well in the full shade of woodlands.


I loved the cycles of the year and the dramatic changes that happened in shaded areas. In spring, we strolled through woods carpeted with scented English bluebells of an ethereal blue that no photograph could ever capture. In fall, we walked through crunchy, fallen leaves that emitted their characteristic bittersweet smell when crushed beneath our feet. Years later, I still love to walk through woods wherever I am, including around my Pennsylvania home. The woodlands here are carpeted with Virginia bluebells in spring and shaded by soaring oaks, spreading beech trees, and wonderful flowering dogwoods and redbuds. The natural layers of the wild places that I love to explore inspire my garden designs. I tuck plants into every garden corner—tall trees, smaller understory trees and shrubs, and an herbaceous layer at ground level.


When I first moved to the United States, I had to adapt to the new climate, different soils, and a whole new set of plants. My garden, Northview, was then extremely overgrown; choked with vines and invasive plants. The first thing that I set out to do after arriving was to identify which plants would stay and which should be removed. After clearing out the unwanted vegetation, I reached out to gardening friends and neighbors for advice on making smart plant choices. They then generously offered me plant divisions and seeds that were suited to this region, helping me on my way.


The shaded areas of my garden look very different today than they did when I first moved in—they now offer a retreat. There are cool, refreshing places to sit away from the heat of the sun and paths that entice visitors to explore. The garden is plant-packed and personal and it suits my house, the area where I live, and the needs of my family.


My shade garden is a constant source of joy to me. I walk around my garden paths as often as I can to see what has happened since I last looked. Close observation is always coupled with anticipation: what flower buds have opened since yesterday? Have the fern fronds unfurled? The growing cycles of the year give me things to look forward to in every season: a profusion of spring blossoms followed by summer greenery, colored fall leaves, and then the subtle joys of winter.


I understand that gardening in shade is a long-term process. I have learned to wait and have patience while saplings grow, bulbs emerge from the soil, and shrubs become big enough to flower. I garden at an unhurried pace. I appreciate and enjoy the gradual transformations that occur year after year. I would never want my garden to be “finished”—gardens are all about growth and change, after all.


I have designed the garden to encourage a diversity of plants and animals because I am aware of the role it plays in the larger ecosystem that surrounds me. I have included as many native plants as possible and am committed to making the space a haven for pollinators, birds, and other wildlife. There are water features to provide fresh water and plants where food, shelter, and places to nest can be found.


No garden stays the same for long. I plan for the succession of shade in my garden by planting young trees of all shapes and sizes that will grow up and take the place of older, declining specimens. I have the benefit of gardening beneath majestic, shade-providing trees that were planted here over a century ago. I am just one in a long line of care- takers that have gardened and will continue to garden in this space. I encourage you to view the process the same way; planting new trees will provide you and future gardeners with all of the benefits of a shaded area.


As you develop your own shade garden, choose trees that you love, fill your space with plants that inspire you, and arrange them in ways that please you. Your garden will be an outdoor place that is as unique as you are, and will provide pleasure for you, your family, and your guests.


The ever-changing beauty of the shade garden is a celebration of life; a multifaceted ecosystem full of a diverse community of plants and animals. The lush greenness of the vegetation provides a cool, soothing place to relax, protected by the enclosure of the sheltering trees or walls. Rather than stress over your shady spaces, it is time to celebrate them and revel in the benefits that a glorious shade garden will bring to your life.
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In the shade garden at Northview, Virginia bluebells mingle with other charming, pastel spring flowers.
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Ulmus americana, American elm, is one of the most majestic canopy trees.
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This beautiful space shaded by walls, hedges, and Magnolia trees at the Sissinghurst Castle Garden in Kent, England, brings back happy memories of my childhood.
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Ever-changing shade patterns along an azalea walk at Jenkins Arboretum and Gardens in Devon, Pennsylvania.





 
	


Shades of Shade


Observing Shifting Patterns in Your Garden


Shade in a garden is not a tangible thing; it is a fragile, ephemeral, will-o-the-wispy shape-shifter, hard to define because it changes with the path of the sun. Because of its transient nature, it is difficult to describe and even harder to comprehend. Try explaining shadows to a young child. I remember watching one of my daughters, at age two, discovering her shadow. She saw it, bent down to touch it, but then it changed; she stood up, walked toward it, and carried on along the path trying to figure it out. In our own gardens, watching shadows is fun and fascinating. Learning about our shade patterns is an interesting process, but well worth the effort, because it makes us better gardeners.


Shade is described as the absence of light, but the lack of something is rarely so beautiful and so useful. The objects that block the sun’s direct rays and prevent them from hitting the ground also provide character and structure to a garden. The trees, buildings, and other large objects are the permanent framework of a garden; they define spaces both on the ground and in the air.


Shade, whether from structures, trees, or even tall perennials, reduces light levels and also lowers the temperature for both plants and people. Shady areas are where we seek relief from the heat on a hot summer day. Instead of seeing these areas of lower light as ones to be avoided in your garden, I encourage you to relish the pleasures to be found there.


Developing these spaces in your garden adds to the diversity and interest of the plants that you can grow. All plants need some sunlight to grow, but not all plants require full sun. Each plant has a range of light conditions where it will grow successfully. The plants that thrive in shade gardens are those whose natural habitat is the floor of forests and woodlands. Learn through observation about the shade in your garden so that you can select plants that will flourish. Recognizing patterns and types of shade is a key to successful shade gardening.
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Trees cast shadows on high enclosing walls, providing additional shade and relief from summer heat in this garden at the Real Alcázar de Sevilla in Spain.
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A thrilling combination of shade-loving plants, including Gentiana, Begonia, and Athyrium, at the Royal Horticultural Society Garden Rosemoor, in Devon, England







Types of Shade


By its nature, shade shifts daily and seasonally. The number of hours of shade, the time of day that it occurs, and the intensity of the light falling on a garden are the major factors used to describe types of shade. Shade definitions can be made objective by using light meters to record the number of hours of sunlight a garden receives, but this is unnecessary for the home gardener. I prefer to use an observational approach to assess shade levels.


Generally speaking, full shade areas of the garden receive fewer than two hours of light, while an area in part shade receives between two and six hours of sunlight and is shaded for the rest of the day. For comparison, a garden in full sun receives direct sunlight for more than six hours a day.


It is helpful, however, to be specific about shade conditions in our gardens, as this allows us to make intelligent plant choices. The following categories can be used to describe garden shade more accurately.




Full Shade


Areas of full shade receive little direct sunlight, but some ambient light will reach plants by being bounced around and reflected off nearby surfaces. Such areas are often found on the darker side of houses, walls, or buildings, under coniferous trees, and beside dense hedges.


In full shade, plants grow steadily but slowly. They tend to flower less profusely than they would with more light, but the individual flowers last longer as temperatures are lower. Shade-loving plants tend to increase vegetatively, often by runners, called stolons. This is a type of asexual reproduction that produces a patch of plants that grows and spreads steadily out from the parent plant.


The darkest areas of full shade are described as deep shade, and they receive almost no direct sunlight. These areas of low light intensity are often coupled with dry soil, so plants have to be carefully selected to suit these conditions.
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A multilayered tree canopy provides full shade to the garden below.







Part Shade


An area in part shade is shaded for a portion of the day and receives between two and six hours of sunlight. This type of shade is the most common in the garden. Part shade can occur under or beside trees and shrubs, or next to hedges, walls, fences, and other garden structures.


The classification of part shade is elusive because it has so many variables. The shade- providing object, the direction of the sunlight with respect to the shade producer, and the intensity of the shade all affect what classification of part shade a garden receives.


Solid walls and other built structures are uniform barriers that block light from one direction. Plants growing near walls are shaded on one side, but not necessarily on others. Additional light may reach plants from above if they are open to the sky. Trees or other organic objects provide irregular shade. Those under the tree canopy are in dappled shade. Plants at the edge of the canopy receive more light, but are still shaded by the tree for part of the day.


Part shade can also be described by the time of day that an area is shaded—morning or afternoon. If any of these shaded situations receives additional indirect light, they can also be qualified as bright shade (for example, bright afternoon shade). All of the following descriptions are categories of part shade that can be used to more accurately describe specific garden shade conditions.
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This partly shaded suburban garden, enclosed by trees and shrubs as well as by the solid walls of a house, has a colorful and exciting selection of plants.
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Informally arranged trees create a variety of partly shaded conditions in this diverse garden at the Pennsylvania Horticultural Society’s Meadowbrook Farm in Jenkintown, Pennsylvania.





Edge shade The site around the perimeter of a deciduous woodland is where you will find edge shade. In a home garden, it can even be found around individual trees, typically below the perimeter of the tree canopy. Edge shade provides some of the best growing conditions in the garden. It is an ideal situation because the light that reaches the plants is sufficient for growth and flowering, but there is enough shade so that plants do not burn during hot summer days.
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A beautiful planting bed at the edge of a woodland.





Dappled shade Dappled shade is a type of part shade provided by trees, especially deciduous ones. The size of the leaves and the height and extent of the canopy influence the amount of light that reaches the ground. Trees with a higher canopy or smaller leaves allow more light to the ground below, while a low canopy and large leaves provide a more dense shade.


The tree leaves block much of the sun’s light but do not form a complete cover, allowing areas of sun to reach the ground below in a constantly moving pattern. As trees shift in the wind and the sun passes overhead, the “puddles” of light move and change in shape. Many shade-loving plants were originally from wooded areas, so they do best in dappled shade. Plants in this type of shade can receive significant light but it is unpredictable and highly seasonal.
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Betula branches and leaves filter light, casting dappled shadows onto Aquilegia and Digitalis in a Worcestershire country garden in England.





Bright shade An area in bright shade is near reflective objects that bounce light around. Bright shade might be found near lakes, ponds, or other water features. In urban gardens, bright shade is often located near windows and white or light-colored walls. The amount of light that reaches these areas may vary considerably according to the time of day and the season of the year. There is a wider range of plants that can be grown in bright shade than in full shade due to the increased light intensity.


Morning and afternoon shade Planting areas that are to the west of a shade producer are in morning shade. These areas stay cool in the mornings but heat up in the hot rays of afternoon sun.


Plants that benefit from morning shade are those that bloom early in the year, as their delicate flower buds need to warm up gradually after a frosty night. Plants such as Rhododendron, Magnolia, and fruit trees have delicate flower buds that do well in morning shade. In summer, these west-facing plants receive the hottest sun of the day, so choose tough plants that can cope with the afternoon heat. Try drought-tolerant plants to prevent leaf desiccation.


Late day sun can easily scorch fragile leaves and flowers, so site plants that need protection from heat as well as sun in afternoon shade. The hotter your climate, the better afternoon shade is for the health of your plants. A planting bed situated to the east of a shade producer will receive morning sun and afternoon shade.


Plants such as Clematis and Lonicera are perfect on an east-facing wall, which receives afternoon shade. Shade plants that thrive in moist soil, or that tend to dry out, should also be situated in afternoon shade. Plants with large, fleshy leaves that desiccate easily, such as Rodgersia, Hosta, and Astilbe, are suited to this type of shade.
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The water in this pond reflects light into a shaded section of the Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens in Boothbay, Maine.
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Magnolia, Acer, and other trees block the morning sun in this partly shaded hillside garden.
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Trees and shrubs shelter this garden from the heat of the late afternoon sun.







How Shade Shifts Throughout the Year


Shade changes with the seasons. In all gardens, except those at the equator, there is a predictable progression of seasonal shade that affects plants. The closer to the earth’s poles that you garden, the greater the difference will be between the shade patterns of summer and winter. At the equator, day length is consistent throughout the year, and seasonal change is minimal.


The three factors that affect shade seasonally in the garden are the length of the day, the height of the sun above the horizon, and the intensity of the sunlight. We all know that the shaded areas in our gardens change from month to month, but we may not realize how much.


During winter, the weather is cooler or cold, depending on where you live. There is more shade, as the sun is only up for a short time and its path across the sky is low. Some areas of the garden are in full shade for days or weeks at a time. Plants slow their rate of growth or retreat into winter dormancy. Evergreen plants retain their leaves and so are the only ones affected by the low light intensity of the winter sun.


In spring, the days lengthen and there are fewer hours of shade. The sun is higher in the sky, the days become longer, and the patterns of shade change. Plants emerge from dormancy and begin to grow.


By the summer equinox, the day is at its longest. The path of the sun is high, allowing light to filter into unexpected places. The plants need the extra light because they are in active growth. As summer progresses, the days get shorter again but the sun is at its strongest intensity and temperatures are at their highest.
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Shadows cast by the bare branches of a deciduous tree fall on pristine snow.
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By early summer, the leaves of this deciduous tree have formed almost a full canopy.
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Study your garden at different times of the day and throughout the year to see how the shade patterns change.





Autumn brings shorter days and a decrease in shade as the deciduous trees drop their leaves. The colder weather brings on dormancy in most plants, so the change in shade level does not impact their growth. Taking time to observe the seasonal shade changes in your garden will make you a better and more knowledgeable gardener.


The key to successful shade gardening is being aware of the changing daily and seasonal shade patterns. To garden effectively in shaded places, it is important to look at how long areas are shaded and the type of shade that is present. Once you understand your garden’s shade, you can make good plant choices.


Gardens have many different plants and structures that can provide shade, so examine every area and notice when it is shaded and by how much. Walk around your garden and study the shadows cast by nonliving objects, such as hills, rocks, buildings, fences, and walls. Look at any plants that provide shade, especially the more permanent woody plants—the trees, shrubs, and hedges.


Familiarize yourself with how much shade is produced in the morning, at midday, and later in the afternoon. Carefully observe the levels of shade in each area of your garden. Are they dappled, bright, or full? Repeat this exercise throughout the year to see how the patterns change seasonally. Deciduous trees and shrubs produce shade that varies during the year, whereas evergreen plants like coniferous trees cast consistent shade in every season. Sections of your garden will have different amounts of shade, giving you more planting opportunities. Use this diversity of gardening conditions to expand your plant palette.





Changing the Shade Levels in Your Garden


Shade gardening is a process and not an end result. Sometimes, shade disappears suddenly if a limb falls off a tree or a tree dies, leaving a hole in the canopy. Successful gardeners know that the amount and location of shade they have in their garden today will be altered in a few years’ time as the trees and shrubs grow.


The shade in our gardens can be changed to suit our needs. The most important aspect of shade management is to think both short- and long-term. Think about what you need for shade this year, while also keeping in mind that if you want a tree in your garden in the future, you should be planting it now. Many older gardeners will say, “I wish I had planted more trees when I started my garden.” The trees that you plant do not have to be huge; small understory flowering or fruit trees add beauty and shade to the garden but on a smaller scale.


Objects that produce shade in the garden can either be built structures or plants. For more immediate shade, build garden structures; for shade in the future, plant trees.




Trees


Trees are the largest plants in the shaded ecosystem; they play a dominant role because they set the scene for the garden underneath. Trees can either be evergreen or deciduous. Evergreen trees provide part to full shade year-round, while deciduous trees provide shade from spring to fall. Beneath the largest trees, understory trees and shrubs add additional layers of shade.


A tree or shrub of any size will contribute more shade if planted on the sunniest side of the garden. In a garden of established trees, plan ahead to ensure the succession of shade. Continue to plant young trees that will eventually take the place of the older, mature trees in the canopy.


There are three tree qualities to consider when you are thinking about adding a tree to your garden for shade purposes. The first thing to remember is that the ultimate height and width of the tree will determine the amount of shade that it will provide. Think ahead to the eventual size of each tree when siting it. Large trees are often planted to shade the house and garden, and are sometimes called shade trees. Smaller trees may grow beneath these large trees as part of the understory layer. In a small garden, these shorter trees may be the primary shade producers. Think ahead to the ultimate size of each tree when siting it.


The next consideration is the eventual shape of the tree: vase-shaped, upright, weeping, or spreading. Each shape produces a different pattern and extent of shade. Weeping and spreading trees have an area of full shade beneath their canopy when mature. Vase-shaped and columnar trees allow more light at their base, even at maturity. Other tree forms produce shade levels that range from bright to full shade, depending on the species.


The final aspect to think about is the size and abundance of the tree’s leaves, which determine the amount of light that filters down to the understory below. In general, a tree with large leaves produces more shade, whereas trees with smaller leaves are more likely to produce a brighter or dappled shade.


There are shapes and sizes of trees that suit gardens of every size, even tiny ones. In a smaller space, the type of tree that you choose should be short or narrow in profile. There are plenty of small trees that provide shade and seasonal interest. Shrubs can be used to add additional shade, or may be the sole shade provider in a very compact area. If you are in doubt about how a tree will grow in your area, visit local public gardens and arboreta to observe the size and forms of mature specimens.
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Camellia and Azalea add depth to the shade produced by a live oak covered in Spanish moss in the historic gardens at Middleton Place in Charleston, South Carolina.
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The ovular shape of this magnolia allows light to penetrate to the ground plane of the garden.
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The heart-shaped leaves of Cercis canadensis capture any available sunlight that reaches the understory.








Garden Structures


Walls, fences, pergolas, and arbors all provide some shade. The amount produced depends on the height, breadth, and density of each structure. Some produce a solid shade that will block out most direct light. Others allow some light to pass through, producing a lighter, less shady area for the plants beneath.


Walls and fences Adding a fence to your garden can create shaded areas. The amount of shade produced by a wall or fence depends on its orientation with respect to the sun, and how it is constructed. Solid stone walls, for instance, produce a dense shade. Look for plants that require full shade if you are planting on the shaded side of stone walls.


Slatted fences or open brickwork, produce less shade, and that shade changes throughout the day. For the shady side of these structures, choose plants for part shade.


Garden structures These are often introduced to make a shady sitting or walking area. Especially in hot regions, where shade is at a premium, arches, arbors, pergolas, and ramadas provide necessary shelter from the sun. Vines can be grown up the sides of these structures to increase the depth of shade. Nearby beds are often great areas to fill with shade-loving plants.
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An elegant pergola at Badminton Estate in Gloucestershire, England.
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Walls and trees both contribute to the shade levels in this garden in the southern United States.
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An arbor covered with vines increases shade levels at Wyck Historic House in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania.







Reducing Shade


If there is too much shade in your garden, there are ways to reduce it: add light-reflective surfaces to your space, or reduce the amount of tree cover.


Painting walls or fences near your plants a light color is a quick and easy way to illuminate darker spaces. Sunlight bounces off of any reflective surface. The lighter and brighter that you make the surroundings, the more reflected light will reach your plants. Light-colored paving, mulching materials, garden accessories, and plant pots can all brighten up a space. Adding water features such as a birdbath, reflecting pool, or pond will help bounce light into the area. Even the plant choices you make can help bring more light into the understory of your garden. Trees with light-colored trunks, such as some Betula species, and plants with shiny leaves, like Bergenia, can have this effect.


Selectively removing a few branches from a tree can open up the canopy, letting more light through to the plants below. Limbing-up a tree (by removing its lower branches) can also reduce shade. Homeowners can do some of this work themselves, but should call in professionals for the removal of large branches, those that are high off the ground, or those near power lines. Take some time to plan where you will prune and be cautious when removing limbs. It is best to remove a few branches at a time. Then, stand back and observe the effect from all angles before continuing to prune. Never remove more than a quarter of the branches of one tree in a year, as doing so will weaken the tree and cause unhealthy stress growth.


Removing a whole tree is a quick but irreversible way to reduce the shade in your garden. Think carefully before you take this drastic step. Call in a professional arborist for help with most tree removals, as it is a difficult and dangerous job.
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The brilliant white bark of Betula brightens the surrounding area.
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At Middleton Place, a gentle breeze ripples the Azalea Pool as it reflects the last rays of the setting sun.









[image: Images]


The long-awaited blooms of Crocus provide tiny splashes of color in early spring.





 



The Gardener’s Calendar


Seasonal Changes in the Shade Garden


Shade gardens have a cyclical rhythm to them, with a predictable parade of plants that emerge at about the same time each year, flower, set fruit, and retreat from center stage until the following year. Light levels, day length, and weather conditions dictate the timing and duration of these seasonal plant pictures. For a successful and satisfying shade garden, it is important to include a variety of plants that will provide interest in every season.





Spring Profusion


The spring shade garden is a pleasure for winter-deprived senses. As the early sunshine begins to warm the soil, the garden shows the first signs of life. Spring is the start of the growing season (which extends until the onset of winter).


The first plant tips to emerge from the still-cold earth are those of the tiny bulbs. Energy stored belowground fuels their rapid growth. The blue, pink, and purple blooms of Crocus, Chionodoxa, Puschkinia, and Scilla follow snowy white Galanthus. The longer and colder the winter has been, the more we appreciate this colorful early show.


The next plants to show signs of growth are the wildflowers of temperate woodland habitats, often called spring ephemerals. The earliest ones, like Sanguinaria and Jeffersonia, bloom at the same time as Scilla. They, too, have energy stored in their roots that allows them to grow and flower quickly before the deciduous tree canopy closes overhead.


Above the bulbs and woodland wildflowers, some of the earliest-blooming trees and shrubs, including Prunus mume, Cornus mas, and Magnolia stellata, come into flower on naked branches. Even one specimen of any of these woody plants has a huge impact at this time of year, and it becomes a dramatic focal point.


In mid-spring, as the ground warms up, more plants start popping up out of the earth. The early spring sunshine that falls through gaps in the bare branches has enough power to energize these developing plants. Look for fleeting but worthwhile ephemeral flowers such as Dodecatheon, Mertensia, and Trillium. A small patch of any one of these becomes an eagerly anticipated annual treat.


As spring days lengthen, there is an exhilarating rush of growth. It occurs so quickly that every day brings new surprises with a variety of spring flowers blooming one after another. This time of year is one of the truly breathtaking moments in the shade garden, as the herbaceous flower colors are so brilliant when set against their fresh, spring green leaves. Flowering perennials that perform well at this time of year include Primula, Narcissus, Aquilegia, and Epimedium. Plant these in drifts, but also intermingle them to show off your favorite color combinations. I love the enchanting pastel mixture of pink, yellow, white, and blue provided by Lamprocapnos, Stylophorum, Leucojum, and Mertensia.


Some understory trees and shrubs, such as Cercis, Cornus florida, Fothergilla, early blooming Rhododendron, and Viburnum, flower before their leaves emerge, producing a spectacular color pop in the garden. The flowers of Iris cristata, woodland Phlox, and Pulmonaria carpet the ground beneath them.


Another spring joy is the profusion of animal life that returns to your shaded space. Insects appear from their winter hiding places. The early bumblebees and honeybees are out pollinating spring flowers, grateful for nectar and pollen. Birds are returning from their winter locations, ready to build nests and raise their young.


Deciduous tree leaves begin to emerge from their buds as the rising sap reaches the top of the tallest canopy trees. At first, a light haze of soft spring green is all that is visible in the treetops, and an abundance of sunlight still reaches the ground. Gradually, the tiny, translucent tree leaves begin to expand. The garden below takes on an ethereal, greenish hue as light passes through the new canopy.


Along with this greening from above is the continued foliar growth at ground level, with the unfurling of the fern fronds and the steady growth of Hosta leaves. The tiny spring ephemerals on the woodland floor are well into their life cycle by this time. They have flowered, set fruit, and, in the time before the tree canopy closes, are using the sunlight to make energy for their growth the following year.


By the tail end of spring, there are still new herbaceous shade plants flowering such as Gillenia, Rodgersia, hardy Geranium, and Tiarella that bloom in concert with woody plants like Rhododendron, Kalmia, Chionanthus, and Deutzia. Place some of these later bloomers together to produce a garden vignette. At the end of spring, tree leaves have grown in size and density, gradually forming a complete canopy.
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The soft spring colors of Dicentra, Polemonium, and Stylophorum intermix at ground level beneath the branches of a deciduous tree.
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The early tips of variegated Polygonatum are blushed with pink as they push their way up through leaf litter.
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Fresh white Sanguinaria and bright blue Scilla bloom together in a woodland garden.
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The bright blooms of Rhodo- dendron mucronulatum are a stunning, early spring accent in the shaded garden at the Ambler Arboretum of Temple University in Pennsylvania.
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Cowslip, Primula veris, blooms among the little blue flowers of forget-me-not, Myosotis, in an English garden.







[image: Images]


A light green haze of emerging leaves in the treetops.







Spring Tasks


I take a walk around my garden at least once a week in spring—or once a day if possible. The pace of growth is so fast at this time of year and I don’t want to miss a thing! This stroll also allows me a chance to see which plants are emerging and to get an early start on weeding. There are opportunistic weeds that grow in cold weather and it is better to pull them up before they set seed. I also look for and remove slugs and snails in dark, damp places, such as underneath pots and boards.


As the temperatures rise and the days lengthen, it is time for spring-cleaning. Check for winter storm damage and do some general tidying up. Some gardeners do their garden cleaning in autumn, but I prefer to do so in spring, as many perennial plants have semi-evergreen leaves. It is better to let those plants keep their leaves over the winter to help protect against ice and frost damage and to make a habitat for ground birds.


Old shriveled leaves and stems from last year’s growth can be cut off and cleared away. Do this early in the growing season, before new spring growth emerges, as it is easier to cut all the old leaves with hedge clippers than to painstakingly trim around new shoots. Cut back the old leaves of Epimedium, Hosta, ferns, and hybrid hellebores. As you trim back and clean up plants, reward them with a light layer of ground-up leaves or compost. Start a new compost heap for your soft trimmings and a stick pile for your woody waste. Do not compost weeds that have gone to seed or any diseased foliage.


New trees, shrubs, and perennials can be planted, and old ones moved, as soon as the ground is workable. If you garden in a cold climate, wait until the soil has thawed and warmed up before digging. Be sure to get new woody plants in the ground before their leaf or flower buds open.


Spring is the best time to divide clump-forming perennials, such as Hosta or ferns. Replant the newly divided sections wherever you want them in the garden. Overcrowded groups of spring bulbs such as Galanthus, Narcissus, and Leucojum can be dug up and gently pried apart to form smaller clumps after they have flowered. This is an easy way to spread the bulbs around your garden for a better spring display.


Plant spring-blooming flowers in containers to bring instant color into your shady spaces. Choose hardy (cold-tolerant) plants, such as annual Viola, that will take the changeable temperatures at this time of year. If you planned ahead and planted bulbs in pots in autumn, now is the time to move the pots out of their protected places and into the garden. Autumn-planted bulbs will flower in any light conditions for one year. This is because the flower bud was formed last year and is already present within the bulb.


Spring in the shade garden is the busiest time of the year, but it is also the most rewarding. There is such an explosion of life in a short time—from leafless branches to a sea of green in a few months. It is the season to celebrate life and to live in the moment.







Plants for Spring Interest


Aquilegia canadensis, Canadian columbine


Cercis canadensis, eastern redbud


Claytonia virginica, spring beauty


Cornus florida, flowering dogwood


Digitalis purpurea, common foxglove


Dodecatheon meadia, shooting star


Epimedium ×youngianum ‘Niveum’, snowy barrenwort


Fritillaria meleagris, guinea hen fritillary


Hyacinthoides non-scripta, English bluebell


Jeffersonia diphylla, twinleaf


Lamprocapnos spectabilis, common bleeding heart


Mertensia virginica, Virginia bluebells


Narcissus ‘Thalia’, daffodil ‘Thalia’


Primula vulgaris, primrose


Trillium grandiflorum, large-flowered trillium
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Tiny dangling flowers of Epimedium ‘Amber Queen’ are visible once the old foliage has been cleared away.
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Trillium grandiflorum in bloom is one of the delights of the spring shade garden.








Summer Lushness


By early summer, deciduous trees leaf out, bringing shade back to different areas of the garden. The summer shade garden has a quiet allure; it is a serene sanctuary from the heat of the sun. The early bulbs and spring ephemerals retreat back under the soil and spend summer in a semi-dormant state until their burst of new growth the following spring.


The next understory shade plants to unfurl are those that can take advantage of low light conditions. These plants will be the backbone of your shade garden all summer long. The beauty of the garden at this time of year is in the prevalent abundant green growth.


Perennials provide the fresh foliage that is the mainstay of the understory layer in summer. Plants such as ferns, Hosta, Helleborus, Pulmonaria, Brunnera, and Asarum continue to look cool and refreshing in spite of the mounting heat. The flowers of some perennials, like Digitalis, Thalictrum, and Actaea, add height and color against this green backdrop.


By the height of summer, the tree canopy has completely filled in. Fully pigmented tree leaves reduce light to the plants beneath. A number of understory trees and shrubs flower during summer, including some of the deciduous azaleas, Philadelphus, Itea, and Clethra. These shrubs have the benefit of sweet, enticing fragrance and many of them have bright, white blooms that catch the eye in the increased shade. The stars of the shade garden in summer are the various species and cultivars of Hydrangea. By careful selection, you can have Hydrangea in bloom for months.


Once the weather warms, you can add a tropical look to your garden beds or containers. Tropical plants add a punch of bright color and large, lush foliage. In temperate areas, tender specimens are often planted in containers so that it is easier to bring them inside at the end of the growing season.


The large and glossy leaves of Alocasia, Colocasia, and Philodendron reflect light around the summer shade garden and are a good addition in pots or bordering a terrace or path. When combining plants in containers, include colorful foliage for long-lasting drama. Some of the best for this are Caladium, Solenostemon, Strobilanthes, and Hypoestes. Another way to add color to summer containers is with the addition of long-blooming flowers like Nicotiana, Torenia, Impatiens, and Begonia.
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The canopy of this magnificent oak tree, Quercus, has filled in by summer.
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Shades of green prevail in this lush and tranquil garden at Mill Fleurs in Point Pleasant, Pennsylvania.
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A tussock of Hosta topped with scented purple flowers makes a great addition to this mossy area.
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The yellow and burgundy leaves of tender Solenostemon ‘Pineapple’ brighten a dark garden corner.
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Hot pink Impatiens adds a punch of color to this highly textured composition in a private garden.
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The blooms of Hydrangea macrophylla are one of the most colorful features of a summer shade garden.







Summer Tasks


All season long, trim back container plants to keep them compact, and remove spent blooms to encourage more flowers. Containers grouped together have a greater impact and make watering easier. Pots filled with tropicals or annuals can also be placed on top of the withered spring bulb foliage to fill in the “hole” that the bulbs leave in the summer border.


To keep the soil in beds and borders moist, and to protect plants from summer heat, check that your beds are well mulched. When you water, water deeply. This means that the water should penetrate the soil to a depth of at least 6 inches. If you are unsure, dig up some soil around the plants to gauge how far the water has infiltrated. By watering deeply and less often, you are encouraging roots to grow down into the soil rather than toward the soil surface. This is a good, basic gardening practice that conserves resources and makes plants self-sufficient.


Newly planted trees, shrubs, and herbaceous perennials need watering at least once a week, unless there has been about an inch of rain. Water shade gardens in the early morning so that leaves are dry by nighttime, which will help to reduce slug damage and fungal problems.


I continue my weekly walks and keep my eyes open for weeds, removing them before they set seed. These weeds are then thrown into galvanized weed buckets that I have tucked around the garden. When the buckets fill up, I empty them into the compost pile.


I also deadhead the spent flowers of desirable plants to encourage them to rebloom. Prune or deadhead shrubs like Hydrangea and Philadelphus only after they have finished flowering so that you do not cut off the flowers that are forming for next year. Other pruning tasks include shaping hedges and trimming back straggly shrubs.


The shade garden in summer is not only a pleasant place for active gardening; it is also a peaceful green oasis. The trees block sunlight, reducing temperatures and creating a cool retreat from the glare of the sun. This environment is an attractive place for people, plants, and wildlife. Take time to enjoy the season outside in your shady space, whether by reading a book, watching the birds, or having a meal. It is a wonderful place to relax.







Plants for Summer Interest


Actaea racemosa, black snakeroot


Aesculus pavia, red buckeye


Agastache foeniculum, anise hyssop


Dicentra eximia, fringed bleeding heart


Digitalis lutea, straw foxglove


Gentiana andrewsii, bottle gentian


Geranium macrorrhizum, bigroot geranium


Hosta ‘Royal Standard’, hosta ‘Royal Standard’


Hydrangea macrophylla, bigleaf hydrangea


Kirengeshoma palmata, yellow wax bells


Lilium martagon, martagon lily


Lycoris squamigera, magic lily


Nectaroscordum siculum, Sicilian honey garlic


Thalictrum rochebruneanum, lavender mist meadow rue


Veratrum nigrum, black false hellebore
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The vibrant orange flowers of shade-tolerant Lilium superbum tower above other herbaceous perennials in midsummer.
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This tropical-looking Ashe magnolia, Magnolia macrophylla subsp. ashei, was watered in for several summers but now needs little additional irrigation to produce magnificent fragrant flowers in summer.
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This yellow Hemerocallis seems to glow in the shade of a variegated Cornus florida.
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Nestled between groupings of Hydrangea, this colorful spot is the perfect place for lunch in the shade.








Autumn Bounty


Autumn is a fabulous time to enjoy the delights of the shade garden. The days get shorter and the sun is lower in the sky; its rays penetrate the canopy, lighting up unexpected corners of the garden. Gradually cooling temperatures entice gardeners outside to enjoy the changing colors and textures of the season.


Each layer of the garden has its own fall treats—the tall canopy trees begin to turn color, fruit becomes apparent in the understory layer as it matures, and fall-blooming herbaceous perennials add beauty to the late season garden. The color palette in the garden shifts from shades of green to rich hues of orange, yellow, red, and burgundy. These bright colors enliven the garden scene and remind us that the gardening year is not quite finished.


The golden autumnal sunlight and the cool, crisp air intensify the changing leaf colors. Some trees and shrubs, unremarkable in the landscape for most of the year, become focal points with their fiery fall hues. Acer, Aronia, Enkianthus, Fothergilla, and Hamamelis are all grown for their especially brilliant fall color.


Foliage changes are not the only admired feature of the autumn garden; many trees and shrubs have decorative fruits that ripen at this time of year. Cornus, Ilex, and Viburnum are all grown for their attractive autumn fruit. Birds flock to berried bushes, devouring the tastiest ones first. Migratory birds are especially drawn to swaths of fruiting plants, so when planting, choose bird-attracting shrubs and cluster them together for impact.


When choosing plants for your garden, include herbaceous perennials that bloom in autumn. These plants continue the colorful display at ground level, extending the season of interest. They flower in tones of purple, pink, yellow, and white that harmonize charmingly with the autumn color of the woody layers above them. Popular choices include Anemone ×hybrida, Colchicum, Tricyrtis, Begonia grandis, and Aconitum. Foliage plants such as the autumn fern, Dryopteris erythrosora, and the grasslike Chasmanthium, Carex, and Hakonechloa, add textural interest.
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Split-leaf Acer palmatum illuminated by the low light of the autumn sun.
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The colors of Dryopteris erythrosora intensify in autumn.
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The luminous red foliage of Cornus florida adds another season of interest to this classic shade garden tree.
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