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A spring view of the hillside mixed border.
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“I do hold it in the royal ordering of gardens, there ought to be gardens for all months in the year, in which, severally, things of beauty may be then in season.”
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A selection of blossoms of my ‘Brandywine Hybrid’ hellebores reveals the stunning allure and spectacular colors of these distinctive winter-blooming plants.
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Wisteria frutescens is not invasive like the Asian forms of the genus, and in some years it will rebloom.
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A bright May morning lights up the borders around the picket-fenced vegetable garden.


IF YOU ARE READING THIS, YOU HAVE PROBABLY already been intrigued and seduced by the beauty glimpsed while looking through this book. Maybe you studied the table of contents, and noticed that the book is chock full of practical information to complement its visual enticement. Or perhaps you are lucky enough to know David Culp and his garden, or someone who does told you to get this book.


All good reasons, and there are more. Books by great gardenmakers that combine design inspiration, plantsmanship, and practical information are few and far between. And those that do it in a welcoming manner straight from experience and from the heart, even fewer yet. For readers seeking advice on garden design, be they setting out on making their first garden or wondering how to transform an existing one into something as complex, beautiful, and ever-changing year-round as David’s garden at Brandywine Cottage, depicted so richly in the photographs, this book will inspire and teach. And for the many seasoned gardeners who find it increasingly difficult to manage our plant obsessions and collector’s impulses with aesthetic goals for our gardens, this is the book to read.


As an apostle to abundance and diversity yet also to overall beauty, David explores and explains his layering technique and how it allows him to keep experimenting with “how much beauty and pleasure I can wring out of a space.” By taking the reader on a journey of how he created and continues to change and tend his immensely plant-rich garden, we see the ways he and we can orchestrate seasonal moments and color progressions, vivify and showcase our favorite plants, deal with their inevitable lapses, and find gracious ways to integrate yet more of the plants that have been winners and new plants that we desire. Specific plants and practical advice are threaded throughout. For me, a reluctant reader who would much rather learn by doing, this book is a revelation in how to cover an immense amount of minute details as well as general overarching ideas without making readers feel like they are being taught. It is like a more organized and comprehensive version of spending one day a month for an entire year at David’s side, helping while he goes about gardening, with him talking to you the entire time.


As his many fans and friends know, David Culp is an American treasure. It is difficult to wrest this man away from his passions—plants, gardening, and sharing with people. This is a man of intuition, warmth, optimism, generosity, and incredible energy and work ethic. He is a gardener and designer who learns by doing and by connecting with others as much as or more than by studying and drafting. Readers are fortunate he has finally found time to write this book. What also sets this book apart are the at-times humorous and often moving glimpses into David’s gentle, thoughtful, and humble philosophies on gardening and on life. I’m certain that the only reason he has created this superb tome, aside from exhortations from friends and colleagues, is that his life is one of doing and sharing, and the act of writing a book—no matter how daunting and tedious—fits that description as well as do all the other things David takes on.


For these reasons, this book is destined to be a classic. But it is also uniquely modern. David is a man who has preceded current trends in sustainability by, as he puts it, “living and working within our means and leaving a light footprint on the land.” He has wanted to nourish the web of life since a child, and his wildlife-friendly, site-adapted practices ring all the more true in this day and age of heightened awareness of the need to use and steward thoughtfully. And, on a lighter note, he has raised vegetables and chickens and made a roof garden long before they returned to the public consciousness and became popular obsessions.


David understands and eloquently describes making the connection of a garden to its site, house, and to the natural and cultural aspects of its region—creating a sense of place. He also deeply feels the importance of the connection of a garden to its maker’s past, family and friends, forebears, and to the gardenmaker himself or herself. He is a man who is joined to the past with respect and gratitude, who lives with passion and pleasure in the present, and who looks forward with curiosity and hope to the future. His garden and his words reflect this, making this book also a book on how to live life, with a garden or without. Even a nongardener will come away inspired by this man’s kind and generous view of the world (and probably also inspired to start a first garden).


Gardenmaking, in its finest form, is a celebration of life and of love. David and this book epitomize this. Reading his words and seeing images of his garden, you will learn, be inspired, and enjoy.


LAUREN SPRINGER OGDEN
December 2011





PROLOGUE
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An April view of the hillside mixed border.


ONE FALL WHEN I WAS ABOUT NINE, MY Grandmother Thorpe gave me a bag of bulbs and said, “You go out and plant them.” I felt more than a little trepidation—I had never planted anything without her supervision—but she reassured me, “You can do it. You won’t go wrong!” Her generosity could have been ruinous to her flower border, but I got the bulbs planted with no mishaps. The next spring, when they bloomed, I almost burst with pride when she told all her friends, “David did that!” From that moment I knew I was a gardener, and after all these years it remains the core of how I define myself.


More than anything else in my career, I want to do what my grandmother did for me: empower people to garden. This is a large part of why I lecture around the country, why I have taught at Longwood Gardens for many years, why we open our garden to the public for tours, why I have become an active member in numerous plant societies—and why I wanted to write this book. People say I am a good horticulturist, but I also feel I am a good horticultural cheerleader, since I always try to emphasize the cheer. The path to horticultural enlightenment may be littered with countless missteps, mistakes, and (may I be honest?) dead plants. But the wonder of gardening is that it always keeps us looking forward, since there is always the next flower to bloom, the next season, next year.


When my Grandmother Culp moved from near Pittsburgh to St. Petersburg, Florida, her roses went with her. Even though the plants struggled in that too-warm climate, she told me that she loved roses too much to ever do without them. Her passion for plants has become my passion. Perhaps it is also because of her that I am an undaunted gardener. Telling me I cannot grow a particular plant is a sure way to get me to try it.


Rather than focusing on limitations, I prefer to dwell in the much more pleasant realm of possibilities. When I look at a particular genus, I see all the possibilities embraced within it: the range of colors, sizes, forms, and seasons of bloom. When I see a particular piece of ground, I am always asking how many plants I can fit there, how much beauty and pleasure I can wring out of that space. I have learned over time that no is rarely the right answer; with energy and ingenuity, almost any question can be answered with yes.


Yet I need to add that patience is truly a virtue, because time is one of a gardener’s greatest allies. With the passage of time, plants grow and our instincts and abilities as gardeners mature and improve. Nothing happens in an instant in the garden; beautiful moments always unfold on their own schedule, in their own sweet time. We may savor that sweetness, and remember it for the rest of our lives. But for anyone who loves gardens, it also helps to love being a gardener, since it is only the continuum of day-to-day work that makes those moments possible.
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We grow many tender plants in containers. In this example, Eucomis comosa ‘Sparkling Burgundy’, with its striking purple stem, is grown beside Euphorbia xmartinii ‘Ascot Rainbow’, a plant whose color is very useful in combinations.





INTRODUCTION
The PATH to BRANDYWINE COTTAGE
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Dicentra spectabilis ‘Gold Heart’ is a selection introduced to the nursery trade by Sandra and Nori Pope at Hadspen House in England, a garden renowned for its colorful borders.


GARDENING OFTEN BRINGS ME TO MY KNEES. By this I mean more than the planting, weeding, and fussing, the bended-knee, manicure-destroying grunt work that all of us do. The beauty and diversity of plants often stop me in my tracks, and I am never satisfied to simply gaze at these wonders from above. I get down on my knees to get a closer look, touching the plants and the soil they grow in, a communion that connects me to the earth and to life on Earth in an immediate, almost electric way. Many of my favorite flowers are tiny, their differences minute and seemingly inconsequential to the average observer, but I love examining all the facets of their intricate beauty. I especially love when someone kneels beside me, so I can share my fascination with a kindred spirit. Over a lifetime of varied horticultural pursuits, I have learned that the closer I look, the more astounded I become, and the more in love I fall with plants and the gardens in which they reside.
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In this container with Euphorbia ×martinii and Helleborus ×nigercors ‘Pink Frost’, the euphorbia bracts echo the color of the nectaries of the hellebore blossoms.
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Seeing snowdrops braving a late February snow cover is a sure cure for any wintertime blues.


I have been a passionate plantsman and collector since I was a child, and Brandywine Cottage, the 2-acre garden I tend with Michael Alderfer in southeastern Pennsylvania, is home to unusual plants from all over the world. The collector in me thinks each individual specimen is beautiful, of course; otherwise I would not bother growing them. But the designer in me wants more than a botanical garden with each genus grown in its separate bed. Plants are the basis of my garden artistry, serving as pieces in a design puzzle, as colors in a palette, as elements of a sculpture. As with artists in any medium, the more we learn about these vehicles for our expression and the more passionate we are about them, the more ways we will find to use them and the more beautiful our gardens will become.


Combining plants in a multitude of ways, based on their habits and moods, how they live and even how they die, gives my garden successive layers of interest that extend into every month of the year. I use the term “layers” as shorthand for a design process by which I try to maximize the beauty and interest from each planted space, by combining complementary plants that either grow and bloom together or follow each other in succession. While succession planting is part of this design approach, my idea of layering goes beyond just the plants to encompass the development of each bed and how the beds relate to each other and the garden as a whole. More than just making sure one blooming plant follows another, layering is the art of creating a series of peak garden moments, the anticipation of which gets me out of bed in the morning.


Trying to describe something visual in words is like trying to write about the taste of a complex food. How would you describe the taste of a curry? I could list all the spices that go into it, come up with a few adjectives like hot and spicy, but none of this would tell you exactly how it makes you feel when you first taste it. A layered garden like mine is complex, like a curry, with depths that are not all apparent at first glance and which can be savored in many ways, at many levels. My hellebores can be seen as simply beautiful; but my hellebore breeding can be an exercise in mathematical probability that I will explain to anyone who wants to listen. And in my layered garden, my hellebore bed is more than just hellebores: otherwise why would I want to look at it once these flowers were done blooming? Layering allows me to use all the many plants I collect in exciting ways that highlight the individuals while melding the collections into a coherent and cohesive whole.


Countless people have provided me with the ideas that, sifted and composted in my mind, ended up in the ground at the Brandywine Cottage garden. Not all gardens are designed in layers, but layering is a feature of many of the gardens I love and is practiced by many of the gardeners I admire. I certainly make no claim that the “layered garden” (or anything else in this book) is my own invention. What I hope to offer, in the text and especially in the photographs and captions, is an intimate look at how one such garden has been conceived and constructed. Just as we can learn much by the peering into individual flowers, the close examination of any good garden, along with insights into the minds and the methods of its gardeners, can teach many lessons.


Before getting into the specifics of creating a layered garden, I want to relate how I became a gardener, and how the garden at Brandywine Cottage came to be. I cannot remember a time in my life when I did not have plants of my own. I was no more than five years old when I first heard the “Jack and the Beanstalk” story, which inspired me to plant bean seeds in paper cups so that, like Jack, I could climb my vine into the sky. I planted pumpkin seeds in a Dutch Masters cigar box one year, doing this after Halloween, and it mattered little to me that my timing was off. I simply enjoyed watching things grow. To this day, the magic of planting a seed and seeing it emerge from the soil never fails to amaze me.


My parents and grandparents all had gardens—vegetable beds as well as flower borders—and even as a little kid, everything outdoors fell into my realm. Everyone around the neighborhood knew that “David has a knack for growing things.” People would call to ask if I could plant such and such for them, insisting that my green thumb would get their plants off to a better start, and I fell for this flattery every time. Only later did I wonder if these folks might have also been using me as an unwitting source of free labor. In any case, I loved plants then as much as I do now, so these chores were always fun. By third or fourth grade I was wandering into neighbors’ gardens, wide-eyed, asking questions about their plants and how they grew them. I have done this ever since; the only difference is that now I carry a notebook.
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Believe it or not, I fell in love with this house at first sight. In the beginning, peeling paint was the least of the problems I conveniently ignored. All I saw were the possibilities.
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I like to think that even as a two-year-old, I knew to ask the important questions: “What cultivar of phlox is this? And is it mildew-resistant?”


During summer vacations when I was a little boy, my mother and I would take the train from our home in Reading, Pennsylvania, to her parents’ farm in the Great Smoky Mountains of Tennessee. I delighted in these visits, begging to stay as long as possible, and the happiest times were when I spent all summer there. My family moved to Tennessee when I was ten, and the farm and mountains became more easily accessible. At my grandparents’ place I had my own pony and calf and chickens, and my own garden beds. The surrounding woods and fields and streams were my extended playground, where I learned to identify ferns and wildflowers, edible greens and berries, and fell in love with the natural world. I never wanted those summers to end and, in some ways, they have not.


When in high school, I made pocket money working in a neighbor’s garden, finally getting paid for the work that I once gladly did for free. After graduating from college with a degree in psychology, I moved to Atlanta. I pursued a career in retail while helping restore an old house there, but developing the gardens around that house became my focus.


Friends and neighbors soon asked me to do garden designs for them; some even suggested I change careers. Nursery catalogs and garden books became my favorite reading material, and I continued my lifelong habit of visiting gardens and asking questions. I moved to another old house in Matthews, North Carolina, about twelve miles outside Charlotte, where I grew camellias, hellebores, German iris, old roses, and learned from wonderful gardener-neighbors while working for a wholesale florist. I moved back to Pennsylvania in 1988 and got a job at Waterloo Gardens, a retail nursery in the Philadelphia suburbs, where I became their perennial buyer and continued my on-the-job education while also taking horticulture courses at Temple University. A few years later I took a job in sales and plant research and development for Sunny Border Nurseries in Kensington, Connecticut, where I now serve as vice president.


Having grown up in Pennsylvania, I loved the pastoral feel of the land, the gentle rolling hills, the simple domestic architecture. The region has a history of horticulture that goes back hundreds of years, and it is home to more public gardens than almost anyplace in the country. This was a fertile place for a soul like me to be.


While looking for just the right house, I shared an apartment with a “hope chest” of plants I had brought from my North Carolina garden. This collection filled the apartment balcony, the entire spare bedroom, and a clearing in the woods nearby. These plants needed somewhere to put down roots, and so did I. It took two years of searching, but when I finally found the house I now call Brandywine Cottage in 1990, I knew it was the place. Even before I owned the property, I dreamed about the garden I might make on that land.


Like so many people in the first throes of love, I had failed to take into account the faults of my beloved—the poison ivy, multiflora rose, and Japanese honeysuckle that infested the hillside, the peeling paint and other problems with the old house itself, and the residential development that quickly sprang up on the subdivided remnants of the farm that my property had been part of. Each of these challenges was dealt with in time. But in the beginning, none of this mattered, because really, it was more than just love at first sight. This simple farmhouse, built in the 1790s, struck a chord that reached back to my ancestors. The solidness of the stucco-on-stone structure and its simplicity of line felt right for a Pennsylvania native returning to his home soil after more than twenty years in the South. I loved how the white house sat nestled on the land, sheltered on the lee side of a hill—just like the white house on my grandparent’s farm.


In creating our gardens, I think we often look back, sometimes unconsciously, to our early sense of what is beautiful. My ideal, a bucolic combination of the pastoral and the wild, was formed during my childhood summer vacations. Over the past twenty years, Michael and I have managed to imbue the wooded hillside acre of the property with some of the wildness that I loved to romp in as a boy, while the flat open acre on which the house sits has the pastoral feel of a miniature farm. The Culp family came here as farmers more than 300 years ago, the Alderfers almost as long ago, and we continue that heritage today, living in an old farmhouse, keeping a garden, both of us making a living by working with plants.


Unlike some gardening partners, Michael and I garden together. From the beginning, we thought it best not to have separate areas of the garden, so visitors to Brandywine Cottage find no dividing lines demarcating particular spaces. He moved in three years after I bought the house, and his love of plants, his hard work, and our individual and shared visions for the garden have made it what it is.


Like me, Michael was a child gardener, helping with the planting and maintenance of his parents’ property. We both come from Pennsylvania Dutch (more properly called German Anabaptist) backgrounds and share similar values, including a respect for the land. He loves planting things, which is fortunate considering the number of plants that follow me home. For the past twenty years, he has tended interior plantscapes for museums, public buildings, private homes, and other clients, and those skills carry over to home, where he tends our houseplants, and creates colorful seasonal outdoor containers and indoor flower arrangements year-round.


Our lack of dividing lines helps give the garden a unity of design, but of course this also leads to occasional disagreements on how things should be done. These disagreements, in turn, lead to interesting “discussions,” but the common ground we eventually reach is well worth it. Since the garden we have created together is far too large for one person to care for by himself, we try to be grateful for any job that gets done, even if one of us may have approached it a different way. And at the end of the day, I feel happier and more secure knowing that my passion for this place is not just my own—that there is another living being who cares as deeply about Brandywine Cottage as I do.





CHAPTER ONE
The LAYERED GARDEN
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Staddle stones like this one were once used as supports to raise granaries off the ground to protect them from rats and other pests. Such an ornament fits my criterion of garden art being largely utilitarian.


THE GARDEN AT BRANDYWINE COTTAGE WAS NOT created in a month or even in the first year or two. While I knew I could make a wonderful garden on that appealing piece of land, it did not come to me all at once. I had created several other gardens in my adult life, and I knew it would take years to make the garden of my dreams a reality. I also knew it would end up being different from the dreams, because reality is less forgiving and dreams change over time. Even if I had been able to conjure up a complete picture immediately, I still would have wanted to take the time to let it unfold, and to do the work myself.


A garden like ours, in which there are layers of interest in every month of the year—even flowers to cut for indoor arrangements—is not a common achievement in the temperate climate (USDA zone 6) of my region, where freezing temperatures keep most gardeners indoors from November through March. More common in that area are what I call “big bang” gardens, which feature extravagant floral displays that begin in the spring and wane in midsummer. By then gardeners often feel as burned out as their plants, and might even be praying for an early frost so they can be done with it until the next spring.


For Michael and me, frost simply means the start of another gardening season. It is a slower season, for sure, a time for a final cleanup of the borders, dealing with hardscape problems, doing necessary pruning and other chores that we failed to get to during the garden’s peak seasons. Even with snow on the ground, we can be cleaning and sharpening tools and getting the shed organized, which is more than just busywork. Working during the usual gardener’s downtime makes everything go more smoothly when the rush of outdoor chores arrives—a rush that begins for us when the winter layer of the garden begins to pop in February, months earlier than the usual April start time for most of our gardening neighbors.


Since we never really stop working, sometimes I am not even sure which garden season I am tending. Take my crocuses and snowdrops, for instance: in March, Crocus tommasinianus might be blooming with Galanthus elwesii; in fall the combination might be Crocus pulchellus and Galanthus ‘Potter’s Prelude’. So the question is, are those spring crocuses and snowdrops the first of the year to bloom in my garden, or the last? I do not have an answer to that chicken-egg question, but since our gardening year never ends, it really does not matter. Our garden is a living-growing-dying art form, always unfolding, always changing—an unfinished rhapsody that we continue to edit and refine as the seasons come and go, as plants grow and die, and as new ideas and obsessions are added to the mix.
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top and bottom: We see this view of the hillside every day when we go in and out of the house, so the combinations need to be both pleasing and change with the seasons. The two photographs were taken in early spring about three weeks apart.


GETTING TO KNOW THE LAYERED GARDEN CONCEPT


The key to creating a many-layered garden is understanding and taking advantage of the ways plants grow and change through the seasons and over the years, providing different textures, colors, and effects and evoking a variety of feelings. Garden layers are made up of a variety of plants, some with complementary or contrasting colors, others with interesting shapes or textures. Layers are more than just perennials, or annuals, or bulbs, or groundcovers—they are more than just the ground layer of plants that is the sole focus of many gardeners. Beautiful combinations are certainly possible, even on the tiniest scale: dwarf Solomon’s seal underplanted with moss certainly makes a precious 6-inch-high picture. But to get the most interest from any garden, all the layers need to be considered, from the ground level to the middle level of shrubs, and small trees up to the canopy trees. Growing plants on vertical surfaces—walls, fences, trellises, arbors, and other supports, even climbing up trees when we can be sure they will do no harm—adds to the picture by bringing flowers and foliage to eye level and above.


I also consider entire beds, or even entire garden sections, as layers unto themselves. My hillside, which looks like a tilted canvas when viewed from below, could be considered a layer, while the flat area around the house is another layer. These areas in turn are divided into smaller and smaller spaces, right down to the level of three-plant combinations—as when I underplant witch hazel (Hamamelis ×intermedia ‘Pallida’) with a yellow Galanthus cultivar and winter aconite (Eranthis hyemalis), with the yellow of the witch hazel flowers reflected in the plants on the ground.


Our garden at Brandywine Cottage has been designed so that different areas peak at different times: For example, when the hillside is at its height of bloom in early spring, the borders below are barely breaking dormancy, and when the borders peak later in spring, the hillside has entered a quieter phase. Most areas have more than one peak. The hillside puts on a second show when hydrangeas bloom, and a third show with colorful fall foliage; the ruin wall goes through several waves of bloom; and the borders offer a series of waves that carry on until frost.


I would not be happy with a garden in which everything bloomed at once. From a gardener’s point of view, I would have little motivation to do any work once that peak had passed. And from a design point of view, it would be like listening to a cacophony rather than a symphony—which, like my garden, has its crescendos, its quiet spaces, and its movements, all carefully composed. Each section has multiple layers of interest, sometimes working in concert and at other times playing off each other. It is the gradual, suspenseful revelation of the composition—the hallmark of any good piece of art—that I find most exciting. The only difference is that the occasional mournful adagios in a garden are never planned, only dealt with in the aftermath, and often sadder than any music can be.


If my garden is a symphony, I hope I have made it a romantic one. I want my garden to seduce me, to draw me in, to make me forget about the rest of the world as long as it holds me under its spell. Even though I have no children, I understand why my grandmother expressed such pleasure whenever she had all the family around. I like to have all my plants around, to be surrounded and embraced by those I love.


One other garden layer—or maybe garden player is a better term—is the passage of time. After twenty years spent gardening the same space, it seems that times does go by faster now, maybe because I am always pushing the seasons, always looking ahead to the next thing. When I started the garden, I was so anxious to see things come into bloom that I always picked the earliest blooming cultivars. Now, as I am growing older along with the garden, I have learned the rewards of stretching out each season as far as I can, by adding the late bloomers of a genus to the mix. I started with an early rhododendron, Rhododendron mucronulatum, and now I plant late-blooming native azaleas. To my plantings of early cyclamineus types of narcissus, I have added later blooming jonquils. As I savor the fullness each season has to offer, I think of my mother’s advice whenever I gobbled my food as a child. “Slow down,” she told me. “Enjoy it!”


All these layers of plants, viewed in real time and as time passes, make the garden interesting, and provide us with seemingly endless challenges and surprises. Sometimes we plan our combinations and layers, and they work, but serendipity also plays a role, and teaches us what plants we might throw together more purposefully next year. Sometimes the most memorable garden moments are the most fleeting, as when a single leaf, backlit by the sun, is transformed from opaque to a translucent tracery of veins more beautiful than any stained glass. I hate to leave my garden for any length of time because it means I miss these moments, or the more predictable blooms of favorite plants. It is no consolation to remember that I may have seen these same plants in bloom many times before, and that such transcendent moments are out in the garden every day, if we only pay attention.
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This June view, looking into the ruin garden from the deck above, shows how every layer is used, from the ground-hugging plants to the taller plants to those growing in the wall, on to the trees and shrubs behind the wall. The ruin garden was created in the ruins of the barn’s stable on the property.
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One way I try to make the seasons last longer is by extending the bloom time of favorite plants. I have expanded my collection of narcissus to include both early and late blooming varieties, such as (left) Narcissus cyclamineus, shown in late March, and (right) N. ‘Pipit’ in late April.
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This late April view, looking over the formal hellebore bed to the hillside, shows how the sections of the garden play off and with each other, and how the entire garden works together to create a symphony of color and texture.





THE ROLE OF PERENNIALS


Because we want the promise of seeing something different each time we walk out the door, we use a predominance of ever-changing and often ephemeral herbaceous perennials in the garden at Brandywine Cottage. Annuals, especially modern hybrids, are bred to bloom nonstop from the time you pop them out of their cell packs in April until the plants finally turn to mush the morning after the first hard frost. Such plants are perfect for anyone who wants to plant their gardens or containers just once a year. But for me, a bed with only annuals is too static, providing color and texture but never changing, just more of the same for months on end.
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- David and this book epitomize this.”
= — from the foreword by
Lauren Springer Ogden
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