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This book is dedicated to the charming woman that I met many years ago at the preview gala of the New England Spring Flower Show. Debi Hogan continues to be by my side as a loving wife and a gardening companion. My deepest affection and thanks go to Debi for her discerning editing, encouraging guidance, and endless patience.
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Icy crystals of hoarfrost encrust the red fruit of staghorn sumac.
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The Spirit Path at the Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Garden, where a formal layout ensures the garden will retain structure even once the mosses and low native groundcovers are blanketed with snow.
















Preface





I grew up on a farm in rural Holden, Maine. My passion for gardening developed early, starting at the age of five. My first flower garden was a border of summer-blooming annuals started from seed and planted in front of existing herbaceous perennial peonies, delphiniums, and daylilies. A fragrant lilac anchored the back of the border. I learned the skills of gardening at the nurturing hands of my mother. She instilled in me a love for both cultivated and wild landscapes and a discerning eye for seeing subtle beauty.


Our hilltop property was diverse in its environmental character. I roamed and explored it all, from hayfields bounded by rough laid stone walls to unmown pastures painted with wildflowers. The farm’s hundreds of acres of terrain also varied greatly. There were rolling fields and steep hillsides bolstered by granite ledges that descended to tussocked swamps and woodland streams. Its tree species were characteristic of both eastern hardwood forest and boreal coniferous growth. The woods were densely forested with birch, beech, maple, and oak, as well as evergreen spruce, pine, and fir.


The view from the upper field revealed a panorama of hills and a glimmer of water from Blue Hill Bay in the distance. At the convergence of Blue Hill Bay and Frenchman Bay are Mount Desert Island and Acadia National Park. The island scenery with its majestic topography of mountains that meet the sea, in conjunction with several superlative gardens, was an essential locus of my formative horticultural education. I count myself fortunate to have first experienced the Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Garden in Seal Harbor, and Thuya Garden and the Asticou Azalea Garden in Northeast Harbor, as a young adolescent.


The Abby Aldrich Rockefeller Garden represents Beatrix Farrand’s genius. The garden is masterful for its harmony of contrasts. Woods of dark spruce carpeted in moss is the setting of this garden, enclosed by high, pink stucco walls topped with ochre-glazed tiles from China. The garden entrance is aligned on a long axis that forms the Spirit Path. Its progression is flanked by a series of stone Korean tomb figures and ends with a stele that creates a focal point. The Spirit Path’s formal regimentation is in direct contrast to its irregular planting design of green moss combined with native groundcovers: bunchberry (Cornus canadensis), wintergreen (Gaultheria procumbens), and lowbush blueberry (Vaccinium angustifolium). The garden’s strong geometric patterning is a dynamic foil to its luxuriant and floriferous planting. This same strong structural patterning is also key to designing a winter garden.
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Allowing the white sands of the zen garden in the Asticou Azalea Garden to stand in for snow is a helpful way to think about how a garden’s structure might look in winter.






The genesis of Thuya Garden and the Asticou Azalea Garden in Northeast Harbor is a heroic response to Beatrix Farrand’s decision to dismantle her Reef Point Gardens in Bar Harbor in 1956. Through the design talent of Charles Savage and the philanthropic generosity of John D. Rockefeller, Jr., two extraordinary gardens arose using plant specimens transplanted from Farrand’s collection. The two gardens, though in close proximity in the same coastal Maine village, reflect themes that are a world apart. Whereas Thuya’s plan is based on axial, English-style herbaceous borders, Asticou’s design emulates a Japanese stroll garden featuring Farrand’s Ericaceae collection. Savage imbued the stroll garden with appropriate Japanese accoutrements, including artful rock placements, stone snow lanterns, and a Ryoan-ji-inspired sand garden. Both of these gardens are magical places. I’ve been visiting them for half a century, and they are still a favorite destination.


Across Frenchman Bay from Bar Harbor is the Schoodic Peninsula, a mainland parcel of Acadia National Park. Schoodic’s beauty is different from Mount Desert. If the mountainous island is characterized by its verticality, Schoodic is all about the horizontal. Schoodic Point is a monolithic geologic formation. Expansive granite ledges step down in a series of shelves to the open, roiling Atlantic Ocean. The granite ledges are seamed with fissures and chasms. Basalt dikes form contrasting black bands of igneous rock that has been polished smooth by eons of ocean waves. Belying its tumultuous origin, Schoodic today is a peaceful and serene setting. The view to the horizon becomes indistinct from the foreground of blue sea. The landscape is accentuated by the horizontal silhouettes of jack pines (Pinus banksiana). Sections of Schoodic’s landscape are, in fact, like an abstraction of a Japanese garden. The jack pines and black spruce (Picea mariana) appear like bonsai, though their stunted forms are sculpted not by secateurs, but by the wind. Their stature is dwarfed by the cultural environment, growing out of fissures in granite. Shallow pools of water are formed in the granite outcropping, adding diversity to the gardenesque planting. The pools offer a home to hummocks of sedges, slender blue flag (Iris prismatica), and cranberries (Vaccinium macrocarpon). Lowbush blueberry (Vaccinium angustifolium) and mountain cranberry (Vaccinium vitis-idaea ssp. minus) form low thickets and outline a circuit of solid granite paths. The fine, heath-like foliage of crowberry (Empetrum nigrum) imparts a distinctive sweet scent to the surroundings.


Schoodic’s wild beauty may be serene and contemplative, but horticulturally it is a harsh environment. However, many of the native plants growing there can be highlights in residential winter gardens.


Preparing for winter on our rural Maine farm was more about survival than pursuing aesthetics. We planted enough crops to consume throughout summer and to store to last the long winter. To sustain our family, my mother prepared and canned hundreds of jars of green beans, beets, tomatoes, relishes, jams, and jellies. In fall we harvested potatoes, turnips, carrots, squash, and apples and stored them in bins in the earthen-floored cellar of our eighteenth-century farmhouse. Readying for winter also entailed banking the house with evergreen boughs, an archaic custom practiced in rural northern New England. My brothers and I cut long branches of spruce, fir, and white pine and laboriously dragged them from the woods across acres of hayfields to the house. We interwove the boughs against the house’s granite foundation, forming a dense framework to hold insulating snow. The wreath of evergreen boughs nestled against the white-painted clapboards is a fond winter memory of my childhood.


The town’s public works department prepared for winter by putting up hundreds of feet of wood-slatted snow fencing across our open fields. It caught the blowing snow in its lee, creating mounding drifts that kept the road from becoming deeply buried. The linear snow fence acted as an abstract sculpture on the winter landscape. I remember one winter when the snow drifted to the height of the eaves of the house. We dug a tunnel through it to get to the barn to feed the chickens! I’ve earned my winter snow cred.


For the last forty years, I’ve called Massachusetts home. Gardening continues to be an avocation as well as a vocation. My gardening education was forged in my early youth, tempered with formal horticultural instruction at the University of Maine, and has been honed through years of practice. I have worked in many aspects of ornamental horticulture, as a nurseryman growing plants and as a landscape horticulturist; designing, building, and planting distinctive landscapes. I relish sharing my knowledge and passion of horticulture and design by lecturing and teaching and through Tranquil Lake Nursery, purveying exceptional plants and creating distinctive designs.


During my lifetime of gardening in New England, the rhythm of the changing seasons has become ingrained into my consciousness. This pattern of transitions from spring to summer marching into autumn and winter has become a familiar milieu. I’ve come to realize that, contrary to the conventional adage attributed to long acquaintances, for me familiarity breeds esteem and arouses amazement. This wonderment is amplified in response to scenes that may appear to be out of place and a surprise, such as flowers that bloom outside your window in the dead of winter. How incredible is that! The winter season offers a host of opportunities to express gardening creativity.


In compiling this book, I’ve photographed favorite winter landscapes and plants from Washington, D.C. to Pennsylvania, New York, Connecticut, Rhode Island, Massachusetts, and Maine. In Massachusetts, I design gardens with plants suitable for Zone 5, and with microclimates ranging to Zone 6 and 7. Many of the plants I have listed here are hardy to Zone 4.


I am reminded of some philosophical insights Sir George Sitwell distills in his 1910 opus On the Making of Gardens: “the power of novelty sharpens sensations… Surprise may add to novelty the shock of contradiction, and if care has been taken to make the expectation less than reality, we shall have added the thrill of wonder. Indeed, in every great garden there should be some element of wonder or surprise, if only to make recollection more vivid.”


I hope this book conveys a contagious warmth and passion for planting winter landscapes. Release your inner child to the thrill of wonderment at viewing a garden covered with freshly fallen snow, the crystalline incrustations of hoarfrost, ghostly elongated shadows, and especially the flowers of witch hazels blooming against the mottled bark of Stewartia.


—Warren P. Leach
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The Schoodic Peninsula’s horticultural diversity is an inspiration. The unforgiving landscape allows us to draw parallels to the possibilities of the surprising conditions plants can tolerate in winter landscapes.
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A dramatic sugar maple shadow acts as abstract art on a field of snow.
















Introduction





The seasons of spring, summer, and autumn tend to benignly meld into one another, though each season has its distinct bloom sequence and growth cycles. Winter, by contrast, is a season whose beginning is marked by the abrupt drama of the end of plant growth.


Though active plant growth pauses, the winter garden is still very much alive.


The winter season in the garden offers exquisite nuances and stark contrasts. It is the season of long shadows. In winter, the low angle of the sun bestows a quality of light that artists and photographers seek, and sunlight should be considered a design element of the winter garden in its own right. Ornamental traceries transform and embellish the garden. Rays of sun appear to gild the pendant seedheads of Japanese clethra (Clethra barbinervis), turning them into golden lavalieres, and illuminate fuzzy magnolia buds.


Winter is abundant in metaphysical imagery that seems to be contradictory. Although the winter garden may appear austere and stark, it is actually quite rich in structure, style, pattern, and form. The lively and vibrant essence that animates the winter garden comes from a bounty of verdant foliage found in conifers and broadleaf evergreen trees, shrubs, and herbaceous perennials. This exuberance can also be fortified by vividly pigmented twigs, ornamental bark, and brightly colored fruits displayed on trees and shrubs. There are even some flowers that flourish in the winter garden, contributing a colorful array of blooms that unfurl in defiance of the whims of winter weather.


In New England and other locales in northern latitudes, winter snow cover is often ephemeral, unreliable, and not necessarily a constant seasonal condition. Artists and savvy gardeners know that instead of contempt, we should be thankful for snow when it comes, admire its transcendent beauty, and contemplate its properties. A winter snow brings metamorphosis to the garden. A fresh, new snow is familiar yet novel—almost magical. It creates a surreal landscape with a dream-like quality. A layer of white snow is a blank canvas for displays of inky shadows. It transmutes the landscape into a gallery full of back-lit silhouettes. Snow appears colorless and white because it absorbs a broad spectrum of red light while reflecting blue tints. In the garden, a blanket of snow transforms all into a monochromatic, minimalist landscape. The enigmatic nature of snow radically changes the landscape to an impressionistic state.


[image: Image]

In the bright, clear winter sunlight, the seed heads of Clethra barbinervis (right) appear gilded, and the fuzzy buds of Magnolia stellata (bottom) are lit as if from within.
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Another paradoxical characteristic of snow is its ability to simultaneously obscure and reveal. Three-dimensional design features are accentuated above a concealing layer of white snow. The snow magnifies the sculptural forms of trees, walls, fences, and arbors in the garden as they rise above blanketing drifts. Snow elevates even mundane structures into artistic works. A white veil of snow fused to the surface of stone walls transforms a loosely laid feature into a refined sculpture: a monochromatic composition of light and shadow.


A zen garden in the Japanese karesansui style has many elements that are similar to a snowy landscape. This type of garden is a surrealist landscape in which white sand is raked into patterns that represent rippled waves in the vastness of the sea meeting islands of judiciously placed stones. The Asticou Azalea Garden in Maine is an excellent example, captivating and inspiring to view. The winter garden offers as much wondrous opportunity for contemplation and reflection as a zen garden, especially viewed through a window from the comfort and warmth inside the house.


Though winter’s demeanor is defined by sub-freezing temperatures, the season is certainly not static. Winter’s temperament is one of flux; temperatures shift radically from November to March, from polar plunges to midwinter thaws. Precipitation runs the gamut of water’s physical properties, from liquid rain to frozen icy crystals falling as pelts of sleet or puffed up into downy drifts of snow. The spiny spangled crystals of hoarfrost encrusting twigs are perhaps the most wondrous winter garden phenomenon. Hoarfrost is exceptionally ephemeral, only lasting an hour or so after sunrise. Its spectacle is an impetus for early morning garden walks.


Ice and snow covering the branches of trees present clashing qualities that may result with divergent outcomes. Sparkling and glistening like diamonds, branches and twigs encased in a thick rime of ice may well be a pinnacle of rare beauty. Laden and bejeweled to a few degrees over the tipping point, however, this smashing spectacle becomes a cascading disaster.
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Hamamelis virginiana ‘Wicked’ has no scruples about blooming despite snow.
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Snow can transform a tussocky meadow into a white-capped seascape evocative of a Winslow Homer canvas.






Weather is not the only dynamic element to contemplate in designing a winter garden. Cold temperatures bring on metamorphic changes in many plants, intensifying color pigmentation in woody stems and augmenting foliage coloration, which heightens their winter ornamentation. The bark of Acer palmatum ‘Sango-kaku’ and Cornus alba ‘Westonbirt’ become vivid red with winter’s onset. The stems of Acer negundo ‘Winter Lightning’ and Cornus sericea ‘Flaviramea’ turn egg-yolk yellow. Cold transforms the green mantle of Pinus virginiana ‘Wate’s Golden’ to an electrifying chrome yellow. The winter complection of Rhododendron ‘PJM’ shifts from olive-green to the color of polished cordovan leather. Sasa veitchii sports green leaves until a cold snap sparks a variegated transformation, icing the leaf margins to white.


In Massachusetts, winter lasts five months! This is not hyperbole. Winter’s formal arrival deviates considerably, depending upon the date to which you adhere. The rival denominators are meteorological winter, which begins with December, and astronomical winter, which arrives twenty days later, the traditional date of the winter solstice and the shortest day of the year. I define the start of winter as horticultural winter, which commences in Massachusetts in mid-November after a hard, killing frost. The winter season does not begin on a fixed date, but starts with the ending of plant growth. Horticultural winter also extends past its traditional astronomical end on March 21st and even past the first of April. In New England, snow is not uncommon on April Fools’ Day, and killing frosts are a reality into May. Taking into account this delineating methodology, winter does indeed last for five months.
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Even simple garden structures exude presence and solemnity against the pure white canvas of snow.
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Winter gardens filled with snow and Japanese gardens planned around expanses of white sand offer similarly calming vistas to observers.
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Fleeting hoarfrost on Poncirus
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Asclepias syriaca
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Aronia arbutifolia makes a chance encounter with it on an early winter morning feel like a true gift.






This reality is by no means cause for a gardener’s depression: It is cause for an enthusiastic embrace of the winter garden season. After all, it is a substantial portion of the garden calendar.


Making an engaging winter garden entails some of the same design processes as those involved in fashioning other seasonal gardens. Categorizing site conditions and preparing plant lists detailing ornamental values and cultural requirements is an important beginning. Winter plant highlights include colorful bark and fruit; evergreen foliage attributes of trees, shrubs, and herbaceous perennials; and especially wintertime blooms. Regardless of the season, some aspects of the garden like colorful fruits and flowers will always be ephemeral. The red fruit of winterberry holly is often gobbled up by robins and other birds, sometimes not lasting through December, while some winter-flowering witch hazels may last for many weeks, and the bracts of hellebores can persist for months, outperforming summer-blooming perennials.


To be most successful in designing a winter garden, heed the hard-and-fast rule of implementing structure, which is to say including enduring forms that will stand up against winter’s vagaries of snow and ice. This essential structure can include both arrangements of plants and built objects, such as walls, trellises, tuteurs, and pergolas. Clipped hedges can stand in for walls and architectural forms. Include trees with distinctive shapes such as fastigiate or weeping—they will stand out against the horizon and also cast intriguing shadows on a wintry landscape blurred by a white mantle.
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Acer palmatum ‘Sango-kaku’ features intensely red stems that stand out in winter.
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Both Pinus virginiana ‘Wate’s Golden’
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Rhododendron ‘PJM’ go through intense color shifts in cold weather.






Deciduous trees have shed their vivid leaves to show off their sculptural silhouettes. Their beauty is freely expressed in their colorful bark-clothed boles. Winter is the season of Stewartia pseudocamellia, Acer griseum, and Betula papyrifera. The ornamental, exfoliating bark of Chinese filbert (Corylus fargesii) and Heritage river birch (Betula nigra ‘Cully’) glows luminously when backlit by the low angle of the winter sun. Such trees with beautiful bark, planted either as single specimens or in groves, add a unique quality to the winter landscape.


Deep drifts of snow obliterate subtle garden design features. Design plantings and structural elements to rise above the snow line. Be adventurous in the winter garden—plant a grove of fastigiate weeping conifers, such as Picea glauca ‘Pendula’, which shed snow, resist ice breakage, and cast alluring shadows.


The design principle of occult balance, contrasting diversity with repetition, holds true in the winter garden. Evergreen borders and coniferous hedges certainly have winter presence, but if they dominate, the landscape may create a somber impression. Mix your winter plant palette with the glossy foliage of broadleaf evergreens as a foil for colorful bark, fruit, and flowers.


[image: Image]

Stewartia pseudocamellia
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Corylus fargesii have barks with inherently interesting texture.
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Off-season attention to new plant placement means plantings of Betula nigra ‘Cully’
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Malus ‘Louisa’ against evergreens can provide striking moments of color contrast and deeply satisfying texture combinations.
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Hamamelis ×intermedia ‘Diane’, Acer negundo ‘Winter Lightning’
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Part I Lasting Forms and Colors
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Chapter One Enduring Remnants
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The remnants of many summer-flowering perennials are attractive in the winter garden. Savvy gardeners are selective during fall garden cleanup and cut back only those herbaceous perennials without winter substance. Thoughtful removal of some spent foliage that may harbor pest or fungal diseases is an appropriate garden practice. However, there are rationales for leaving the stubble of perennials and remnants of flowers in place. Many of these spent flower heads contain seeds that are valuable food for birds in the lean fall and winter seasons.


Remnant foliage stems and leaves also provide invaluable shelter and nesting sites for overwintering beneficial insects and pollinators. Species of native solitary bees and wasps create small nests just beneath the soil or in dead plant stems. Various members of the order Lepidoptera, which includes butterflies and moths, overwinter in all life cycle stages, from egg to caterpillar, chrysalis, and adult. Cold hardy and colorful woolly bear caterpillars hibernate under the protection of fallen leaves.
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In late winter, Olympian mullein stands as stately as it was in full summer bloom
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New growth forms rosettes that remain evergreen throughout the coldest months.
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Veronicastrum virginicum seedheads in frost.
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Hylotelephium spectabile






Some plant remnants still have the stamina to impart a substantial presence in the winter garden. Remaining skeletal fragments of flowers may deteriorate from their former glory but retain their structure. The six-foot-tall candelabrum of Verbascum olympicum, for example, is a garden favorite of mine in summer and winter. Its branched, towering torches are especially beautiful when flocked with white snow. Verbascum olympicum is a biennial species that also reliably self-seeds in the garden so long as its flower stalks are not prematurely cut down. Its new growth forms large rosettes of felted foliage that remain evergreen throughout winter.


Culver’s root (Veronicastrum virginicum), though not as large as mullein, is a herbaceous perennial with woody flower stems that support candelabra spikes. Even the simple and flat, umbel flowers of showy stonecrop (Hylotelephium spectabile), which were once colorful pink landing pads for butterflies in the summer, are still attractive as brown flat disks that collect winter snow.


The former lawn at this small suburban property was eliminated in the front area between the house and the street. It was replaced by a mixture of herbaceous perennials and shrubs that bloom from spring to fall frost. A salt-tolerant and snowplow-resistant border of two shrubs, northern bayberry (Morella pensylvanica) and sweet fern (Comptonia peregrina), now separates the street from the sunny front garden. The perennial planting was designed to cover the ground and act as a living mulch. The herbaceous plants’ spreading foliage and clumping crowns protect the soil from extremes of heat and cold. They also act to suppress weeds and prevent erosion in this small garden. It was essential to select perennials with attractive leaves as well as flowers to grow and mix together without rivalry, and thrive as a unified matrix. Wine-leaf cinquefoil (Sibbaldiopsis tridentata) happily mingles around the crowns of sunny perennials and was a key plant in establishing a green mulch here.
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Summer and winter views of a mixed herbaceous garden designed specifically to be drought tolerant and to sustain structural interest and winter beauty
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A bluestone walkway connects to an elliptical entry landing. It divides and structures the garden spaces. The tiny, evergreen leaves of creeping thyme (Thymus serpyllum) and persistent, silver foliage of beach wormwood (Artemisia stelleriana ‘Silver Brocade’) cover the ground. They knit together the clump-forming crowns of Russian sage (Perovskia atriplicifolia) and Arkansas bluestar (Amsonia hubrichtii). Russian sage displays majestic violet-blue flowers on pyramidally branched sprays in August, after which their woody stems are coated in silver-white, and finally they take on a luminous presence in the garden. To replicate this look, leave the stems to embellish the winter garden, then prune them back to a height of eight to twelve inches at axillary buds in the spring.


‘Golden Fleece’ goldenrod (Solidago sphacelata ‘Golden Fleece’) and ‘Herrenhausen’ oregano (Origanum laevigatum ‘Herrenhausen’) edge the stone walkway with their bright yellow and mauve summer blooms. They maintain a winter presence with the remnant fragments of condensed flower spikes. Shrubby ‘Berggarten’ sage (Salvia officinalis ‘Berggarten’) maintains its silver-gray foliage all winter. It is planted with Russian sage along the base of the house. The gray-green foliage of yarrow (Achillea ×‘Moonshine’) also persists in the winter, as do the remnants of its flat yellow flower umbels. Letterman’s ironweed (Vernonia lettermannii ‘Iron Butterfly’) stands in defiance of winter with remnant flowers and fine foliage that are still very recognizable. Mixed with the beige, gray, and brown of the garden’s winter duff are the bright evergreen leaves of candytuft (Iberis sempervirens ‘Purity’). There are also shrubs: the dark green foliage of ‘Nova Scotia’ dwarf inkberry holly (Ilex glabra ‘Nova Scotia’) and Daphne ×transatlantica ‘Eternal Fragrance’ combined with the red fruit of winterberry holly (Ilex verticillata ‘Winter Red’) add to the matrix of herbaceous perennials.


This garden is environmentally well designed and thrives with little supplemental care. The nubbly fabric of the remnant, ornamental stubble stands throughout the winter, providing ecological habitat as well as wintry beauty.


Grasses also make appearances in this garden, and several species earn their place in winter gardens. Broom bluestem (Andropogon virginicus) and little bluestem (Schizachyrium scoparium) are native grasses that stand erect in winter, unbowed by snow. They were once classified together in the genus Andropogon. Both are found growing throughout a wide swathe of the United States, from Maine west to Idaho and south to Florida and Arizona. They are both clump-forming, green-foliaged grasses that require full sun and well-drained soil conditions.


Little bluestem is one of the dominant grasses found in the central prairies. Its new taxonomical identity also marks ornamental distinctions that are revealed in the cultivated landscape. Schizachyrium scoparium ‘Standing Ovation’ is one of many little bluestem cultivars selected for their striking glaucous-blue colored foliage in summer. It grows two to three feet tall in upright clumps. In the fall, the blades of ‘Standing Ovation’ are highlighted with streaks of maroon and burgundy, eventually turning to amber. The foliage of some blue-leafed cultivars of Schizachyrium scoparium is inclined to “lodge,” or flop, even when grown in dry conditions.


[image: Image]

Solidago sp.
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Salvia officinalis
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Ilex glabra
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Ilex verticillata
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Andropogon virginicus
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Schizachyrium scoparium
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Pennisetum alopecuroides
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Hakonechloa macra
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Sporobolus heterolepis






In contrast, broom bluestem (Andropogon virginicus) always holds its green foliage rigidly upright. Unfortunately for gardeners, there are no glaucous blue-leafed forms of this plant. If the main focus of a landscape planting of these grasses is to achieve sustained beauty for the five-month-long winter season that extends from November through March, broom bluestem is the best choice of the two genera. A sizable swathe of its copper- and amber-colored linear leaves provides a knockout display throughout winter. I cut down my small, five-thousand-square-foot meadow of broom bluestem in early April.


Self-seeding is an important factor to consider when choosing grasses for a mixed herbaceous border as opposed to a meadow. Both Schizachyrium and Andropogon freely self seed, and without attention, they can become weedy in a small garden. Though not as tall as little bluestem, blue oat grass (Helictotrichon sempervirens ‘Sapphire’) is a much better behaved, non-seeding, and beautiful blue-foliaged grass for the mixed perennial garden.


Dwarf fountain grass (Pennisetum alopecuroides ‘Hameln’) and Japanese woodland grass (Hakonechloa macra) are clump-forming Asian grasses that reach about two feet tall with remnant foliage that has an ornamental winter presence. Their cultural requirements and decorative forms are very different. ‘Hameln’ dwarf fountain grass forms a tussock of narrow green leaves that turn golden in the fall. It’s characterized by its arched leaves and stems terminated by feathery bottlebrush flowers. The remnant bristled seedheads drift above straw-yellow leaves and glow in the winter sun. This plant thrives in full sun and dry soil conditions.


Japanese woodland grass (Hakonechloa macra) grows best in partial shade and moisture-retentive soils. It is a very elegant grass, with arching, linear green leaves that widen in the middle and taper at either end, giving it a graceful appearance. The flowers are formed from terminal arched panicles. The remnant foliage and seedheads take on a light bronze winter coloring.


Some large ornamental grasses present more maintenance chores for the gardener than their winter ornamentation provides. Often, by late winter, they appear disheveled and have lost their charm. The coarse stalks and leaves of many Miscanthus sinensis cultivars do not readily disintegrate, which makes the task of cutting them back onerous. One very tall grass species has practical horticultural value, however. Miscanthus floridulus produces eight-foot-tall bamboo-like stems. They are so rigidly sturdy that I cut them down in November and store them in bundles to use as garden stakes the following year.


A final grass to consider is prairie dropseed (Sporobolus heterolepis), a drought-tolerant species that grows into mounded hummocks. Its narrow, green leaf blades flow to form an undulating, tousled pile of foliage. Its winter shape is a golden tan mophead. Green growth emerges from its pate in spring.
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