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Getting Creative with Ground Covers



My appreciation for ground covers increases with every growing season. Adaptable and utilitarian, they perform a multitude of landscape tasks. These low-maintenance garden plants can be used to smooth out the edges of flower beds, carpet pathways, smother weeds, and fill in under trees and shrubs. They receive far less respect than they deserve, though. Commonly relegated to waste areas and sites where not much else will grow, they are often viewed as little more than plants of last resort. Granted, the ability to grow where little else will is a valuable characteristic not to be taken lightly, but ground covers are handsome and immensely satisfying plants to grow. They are worthy of more creative uses.


GROUND COVERS APPEAL TO ME on many levels and for many reasons. Since all of my own gardens have started out as little more than large stretches of lawn, I especially appreciate their labor-saving features. I’ve used them to reduce overall mowing time, replace grass on hard-to-mow slopes, eliminate lawn on sites that require lots of fussy trimming, and create island beds by underplanting, and thus connecting, scattered trees and shrubs. I’ve also used ground covers to create naturalistic plantings that are more wildlife friendly than lawn grass.


Plantings of ground cover also appeal to me because they’re more environmentally friendly than lawn, provided they don’t include nonnative invasive selections that can escape and blanket natural areas. Since ground covers don’t need regular mowing, they don’t require fossil fuel for maintenance. Less mowing also means fewer fumes and less noise. Well-chosen ground covers — those selected to thrive in the conditions available — also require less water and need fewer pesticides, fertilizers, and other chemicals than lawn does to keep them healthy. Ground covers also help manage stormwater runoff, an environmental problem in many areas. They are permeable, meaning they allow stormwater to percolate down into the soil instead of causing it to run off into storm drains as asphalt and other hardscape surfaces do.


Since spreading is one of the things good ground covers do best, careful selection is the key to creating really successful ground cover plantings — ones that grow well, require minimal maintenance, and fill the spaces they’ve been allotted without getting out of hand. Many of the most commonly available ground covers are big-time travelers that will annex large chunks of real estate if given half a chance. The spreading tendencies of English ivy (Hedera helix) are apparent to anyone who has grown it for even a few seasons: its vining stems blanket and smother anything and also quickly scale trees, fences, and buildings. Common periwinkle (Vinca minor) seems more benign, but established plants can cover woodland sites so densely they crowd out native species. Plants also are surprisingly difficult to remove. See Aggressive & Invasive Ground Covers on page 50 for more on coping with problem plants and The Dirty Dozen starting on page 52 for a list of the major offenders.


I ADD MORE GROUND COVERS to my garden every year. About the time I started writing this book, my husband and I moved to Maryland, on the eastern shore of the Chesapeake Bay. I left behind a garden with all manner of ground cover plantings, and today, I’m digging beds and installing plants on a landscape that was managed solely by lawn mower and string trimmer for 30 years. Nonnative invasives — first planted as ground covers — are a major feature of what passes for landscaping at our current house. As I slowly eliminate lawn and carve out gardens, I chop away at blankets of English ivy and common periwinkle, to name only two of the worst offenders.


One day I’ll have a moss garden decorated with patches of partridgeberry (Mitchella repens) and other choice plants, since the soil is quite acid. But at this stage in the process, I need more robust allies. To cover an impossible-to-mow slope, I’m combining dwarf forsythia (Forsythia ‘Bronxensis’) with ‘Grow-low’ fragrant sumac (Rhus aromatica), a native species. Meehan’s mint (Meehania cordata), another native, now fills a shady drainage swale. Fortunately, I didn’t leave my Pennsylvania garden empty-handed, and I have holding beds packed with various transplanted perennials including hostas, epimediums (Epimedium spp.), and native Allegheny pachysandra (Pachysandra procumbens). Before they find their permanent homes, all my transplants will undoubtedly be chopped up for propagation so they can cover more ground. I also have replaced lawn on a good-size sunny site with a wildflower meadow.


For the most part, I don’t plant the large, single-species drifts so typical of commercially designed landscapes today. For one thing, I’m too much of a plant collector to devote a major portion of real estate to a single species. Since I’d rather grow six ground covers — or two dozen — instead of one, I’m much more likely to combine several species and let them mingle or form small adjacent drifts. Not only do these plantings satisfy my collector tendencies, beds of mixed ground covers also look very much like flower beds yet require far less maintenance. As a result, they add appeal without substantially adding to my gardening workload. (See Creating Combinations on page 42, for more on mixed plantings.)


THIS BOOK IS DESIGNED TO GUIDE YOU in creating handsome, healthy, and manageable ground cover plantings for every part of your own landscape. In part 1, Rolling Out the Carpet, you’ll find information on identifying sites where ground covers would reduce maintenance and on selecting the best ground covers for those sites. You’ll also find a wealth of ideas for creating plantings that look good, reduce maintenance, and cover the ground thickly and happily. Part 2 gets to the heart of the selection process. There, you’ll find details on ground covers that will thrive in many different types of sites and soils, including on sunny slopes, in shady woodlands, between stepping stones, in sandy soil, and on boggy spots. Part 3 covers site preparation, planting, and after care. It also covers a subject near and dear to my heart — propagation. There’s nothing like a large, unplanted site to get me to pull out my pots and potting medium to start making more plants!


Certainly saving time and solving maintenance problems will always be a major reason gardeners grow ground covers, but I hope this book inspires you to look for strictly ornamental uses for these plants as well. Try some new ground covers just for fun — because you want to grow some new variegated plants, need a collection of evergreens, or would like an easy-care bed full of perennials that sport both great foliage and flowers. Pay special attention to native ground covers, which are featured throughout this book. They are overlooked far too often and are especially suited to gardens in North America. Once you’ve grown just a few of the vibrant, handsome, hardworking ground covers you find here, they’ll be among the first plants you turn to, not plants of last resort! Be aware that covering ground can become an obsession — albeit a satisfying one — that not only leaves your garden looking great, but also gives you more time to enjoy it.


WELL-USED GROUND COVERS are the team players of the horticultural world. They play nearly any position: replacing lawn, reducing maintenance, making mowing easier, accenting landscape features, fixing problem spots, crowding out weeds, controlling erosion, edging beds, filling in under shrubs or perennials, and more. They’re not just problem-solvers, though. These hardworking plants have personality and character in their own right. They bring color, texture, and appeal to any garden regardless of style — without adding much maintenance. Ground covers also bring unseen benefits to the landscape. They contribute to the health of a garden by covering soil as a living mulch, thus keeping it cooler, helping to retain moisture, and also protecting it from compaction by raindrops and erosion by rain and wind.


While they’re reducing maintenance for harried homeowners, ground covers can also help the environment. According to the Audubon Society, home lawns cover 21 million acres in the United States, with the average lawn consisting of only a third of an acre. Lawngrass requires two to four times more water than ground covers, trees, or shrubs, and the average lawn generates almost 2 tons of clippings (over 330 trash bags full) a year. While mulching mowers and municipal composting operations have reduced the amount of grass clippings that make their way to landfills, planting more ground covers could reduce it even further. In addition, the Audubon Society estimates that if each of the 49 million households in the United States replaced only one square yard of their lawn with ground covers or other plants, as a nation we’d save 1.2 million hours of time spent mowing annually, plus the associated saving of fossil fuel or electricity used. There also would be a corresponding decrease in the amount of pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers — plus water — required to maintain a lawn.
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Ground covers aren’t just problem-solvers; these hardworking plants have personality and character in their own right.


As beneficial as they are, ground covers can have a dark side, so it’s important to select and manage them carefully. Many popular ground covers are overachievers, to put it mildly. Kudzu (Pueraria lobata), a rampant vine determined to blanket the South, is probably the best-known example of a ground cover gone bad, but there are others. In the pages that follow, you’ll learn how to avoid the thugs. More importantly, you’ll learn how to use ground covers effectively, save on maintenance, and reap all the other benefits they can bring to your garden.
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1
Rolling Out the Carpet



 



WHY GROUND COVERS?



Ground covers are an underappreciated lot. All too often, they’re plopped in as plants of last resort simply to fill an area where lawn grass won’t grow — or where lawn mowers fear to tread. Yet ground covers have lots more to offer than the ability to fill bare spots or cover steep slopes, although they can do both superbly. In fact, any time you replace at least a portion of your lawn with well-chosen ground covers, you not only reduce mowing time but also save the amount of time it would take to water, rake, fertilize, and perform other lawn care chores.


Slopes aren’t the only hard-to-mow sites that benefit from ground covers. For example, replacing lawn grass under trees and shrubs with beds of ground covers makes it possible to zip around each planting much more quickly with the mower and can eliminate trimming altogether. Better still, create beds of ground covers that surround several trees or shrubs to create an island bed that is a breeze to mow around. Design the edges of the bed carefully, and you can completely eliminate trimming at the same time. (See Edges that Stick on page 188 for information on designing perimeters that don’t require trimming.) If the site is shaded, so much the better: Lawn grass doesn’t grow well on shaded sites anyway, but many ground covers thrive in shade.


Adjusting the overall shape of the lawn with ground covers is another way to reduce lawn care chores. Odd corners and patches of grass, along with awkwardly shaped areas at the edges of the lawn, usually require pushing or pulling mowers back and forth several times to cut completely. They’re big time wasters. Replace lawn in these areas with ground covers to create a smooth mowing edge and reduce overall mowing time. Ideally, plan on a lawn with a free-form shape and gentle curves so you can cut it without having to back up and reposition the mower.


Ground covers can reduce time spent trimming and edging around trees and shrubs too. Replace grass around trees and shrubs with large masses, or drifts, of ground covers to eliminate tedious trimming. Also consider using ground covers to take the place of weedy grass along drainage ditches, around the edges of your property, next to buildings and fences, and along stairways, patios, walkways, and utility areas. There also are plenty of ground covers that will grow happily in wet spots, where mowers bog down, as well as in the damp soil around ponds and along streams.


In addition to saving time and effort, ground covers make it possible to create a lush, gardenlike feel without adding the maintenance that perennial beds and borders typically require. Ground covers are traditionally planted in large sweeps of a single species, but that’s only one option. Consider planting small drifts — three or five plants of a single species, or plan on “drifts of one” if you like growing as many different plants as possible. Such plantings can closely resemble traditional flower beds but will require far less maintenance; good ground covers are tough and vigorous and look their best with minimal care.
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Drought-tolerant snow-in-summer (Cerastium tomentosum) bears woolly white evergreen leaves and makes a fine lawn substitute. Higan cherries (Prunus × subhirtella ‘Autumnalis’) cast light shade over the site in summer, which helps plants cope with summer heat.
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Tough and drought tolerant, hardy ice plant (Delosperma cooperi) makes an effective ground cover for any rough, hard-to-mow site.


There are also environmental reasons for choosing ground covers instead of lawn, or at least for reducing the size of your lawn by replacing some of it with ground cover plants. Well-chosen ground covers reduce the need to water, thus saving a precious resource as well as the time and money spent distributing it — whether you’re hauling hoses or maintaining an in-ground sprinkler system. They also require less fossil fuel — and fewer pesticides, herbicides, and fertilizers — to maintain. Compared with hard surfaces such as brick, bluestone, and asphalt, which reflect heat, ground covers provide relief from glare and help cool the air in the same way that lawns do. Beds of ground covers also provide a permeable surface that allows rainfall to percolate into the soil, thus reducing runoff. Plus, ground covers are friendlier to most living creatures than a conventional lawn is. They can attract birds, butterflies, and other wildlife, including beneficial insects, and provide shelter plus flowers and fruit for food.


While ground covers are worth growing for purely practical reasons, they also play a vital role in the overall design of the landscape. Like lawn, beds of ground covers can visually unify disparate elements in the landscape to create a pleasing whole. Ground covers can serve as a foil to highlight specimen plants or sculpture. Or they can direct traffic through the landscape, edge a path, highlight a shrub border, or add interest to a shed or other outbuilding. They can define space by surrounding a special sitting area, a fire circle, or a shady retreat. Handsome, well-designed beds of ground covers add value to a home by making the landscape look lush and green — without adding the maintenance that lawn requires.



MAKING THE MOST OF GROUND COVERS



Lawn is the knee-jerk landscaping option for the vast majority of homeowners in North America. Cheap and easy to install, it’s planted everywhere in landscapes, both on sites where it grows well and many more where it does not. Granted, it provides a cushiony green surface that takes considerable foot traffic, but lawn comes with a substantial lifetime maintenance obligation. It needs weekly mowing and trimming, plus watering, raking, dethatching, fertilizing, pest control, and all manner of other attention to look its best. Nevertheless, not many gardeners want to eliminate lawn altogether, and lawn may be the best choice on some sites, depending on the planned use of the area or design of the landscape. See Lawn Grass Solutions on page 19 for more on deciding where to grow lawn.


Reducing the overall size of the lawn, on the other hand, makes a lot of sense, as does using ground covers for all the other benefits they bring to the landscape. Like lawn, ground covers require up-front planning. Popular choices such as English ivy (Hedera helix), variegated bishop’s weed (Aegopodium podagraria ‘Variegata’), and common periwinkle (Vinca minor) provide seemingly easy answers to the what-to-plant quandary. Not only are they the least expensive choices, they also are marketed as one-plant-fits-all-gardens solutions. Unfortunately, as many beginning gardeners find out, the quickest, cheapest, and easiest solution isn’t always the best. All of these species can be very invasive and difficult to keep in check once they’re established and decide they want to annex another chunk of real estate. They’re also very difficult to remove where they are not wanted. There are many better, far more interesting ground covers to choose from that perform well, look great, and have less potential for escaping the bounds of the garden.


The best ground cover choices will vary from site to site and from garden to garden. What you choose will depend on how you want to use the ground covers in your landscape and, just as important, the exposure, soil, and other conditions of the site where you want to grow them. It pays to look for just the right plants, because once they’re established, good ground cover plantings will solve landscape problems for years to come — and they’ll look great doing it. And while ground cover plantings are not maintenance free from the get-go, the work to get them established is a good investment because of the maintenance they’ll save over the long run.


For more on selecting the specific plants that will grow on the sites you want to cover, see the plant lists for specific situations in part 2, Perfect Plants for Every Site.
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Blue fescue (Festuca glauca) is a clump-forming ornamental grass that can be mass-planted to cover ground. Here, it’s used as a lawn substitute that never needs mowing.



Designing with Ground Covers



The style of your garden will help determine the shape of ground cover beds, an important consideration when reducing lawn size or planning any new plantings. Style — whether the garden is formal or informal — will also help determine the way ground covers are arranged in a bed and, to some extent, how many different ground covers you will need as well as which ones will work best.


FORMAL GARDENS. Plantings in geometric shapes — squares, rectangles, or circles — are the hallmark of formal gardens, in which balance, repetition, and proportion are the most important design elements. Measured and predictable, formal gardens have a peaceful, serene feel. Formal gardens generally feature fewer species of plants than informal ones, since they rely on repetition as a unifying element.


Formal gardens also have obvious structure — gravel or brick paths and edged beds, for example — and elements are balanced symmetrically, so a bed of ground covers on one side of a path is repeated on the other. For example, a classic formal design might consist of four beds that are divided by pathways. The beds could be square or rectangular, or their nearest corners could have a concave edge to create a circular area where the beds meet in the center to accommodate a fountain, statue, or sundial. In a classic formal design, the beds could be planted with a single ground cover, such as creeping lilyturf (Liriope spicata). Or ground covers could be arranged in concentric squares or rectangles — a central square of Lenten roses (Helleborus × hybridus), for example, surrounded by concentric plantings of American barrenwort (Vancouveria hexandra), hostas (Hosta spp.), and Allegheny foamflower (Tiarella cordifolia).


Formal plantings don’t have to be monochromatic, though. To liven them up but keep the formal design, add plants with variegated leaves to the composition: a variegated lilyturf such as L. muscari ‘Silver Dragon’ or ‘Variegata’, for example, or variegated hostas (Hosta spp.) such as ‘Patriot’, ‘Golden Tiara’, or ‘Francee’. Or reserve a section of the design for a solid carpet of flowering impatiens for summerlong color. There’s no reason why two or more of the plants mentioned here couldn’t be a combination: American barrenwort (Vancouveria hexandra) interplanted with creeping phlox (Phlox stolonifera), for example.
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Symmetry and repetition are the hallmarks of formal gardens. Here, a round bed planted up with liriope (Liriope sp.) echoes the shape of a central planter.




Carpets for Containers


Alone or in combinations, ground covers are effective in containers.


If the pot is filled with annuals and tender perennials that will be discarded at the end of the season, it’s best to plant nonhardy ground covers — or plan on moving hardy types from the container to the garden at the end of the season. Plants like bacopas (Sutera spp.), Persian violet (Exacum affine), licorice plant (Helichrysum petiolare), and creeping zinnia (Sanvitalia procumbens) all could be used to carpet containers. Cultivars of ornamental sweet potato (Ipomoea batatas) such as ‘Blackie’, with dark purple-black leaves, work well in mixed containers (‘Margarita’, with chartreuse leaves, tends to be too vigorous for a container but makes an excellent annual ground cover for flower beds). Keep in mind that house-plants can be underplanted with some tender ground covers: strawberry geraniums (Saxifraga stolonifera), baby’s tears (Soleirolia soleirolii), and wandering jew (Tradescantia spp.) are just three possibilities. Be sure to match ground covers with houseplants that require the same amount of water and other care.
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A handsome container becomes an eye-catching garden accent when planted with Corsican pearlworts (Sagina subulata and S. subulata ‘Aurea’) arranged in a checkerboard pattern.


To complement a single specimen plant in a pot, a ground cover that is all-green or has flowers in only one color is often the best choice, since it won’t detract from the topiary or other plant that is the main event. Consider sweet alyssum (Lobularia maritima) — dwarf cultivars are 2 to 4 inches tall, but all cultivars can be trimmed to keep them neat — or edging lobelia (Lobelia erinus). Or use several plants of ‘Spicy Globe’ basil (Ocimum basilicum), which is 6 to 8 inches tall. Curly-leaved cultivars of parsley also can be massed to cover soil in containers.


For hardy plants in containers, or tender plants that are overwintered indoors, look for perennial ground cover companions. To accompany specimen plants — as well as bonsai that is kept outdoors or in a cool greenhouse — compact, all-green plants usually are most effective. Consider ophiopogon (Ophiopogon japonicus ‘Compactus’) plus many of the plants listed under Ground Huggers for Paths and Stepping-Stones on page 89. Moss also is a traditional ground cover for bonsai.


Ground covers also can be handsome grown alone as specimen plants in containers. Try planting a collection of ornamental pots, each with a separate ground cover. (This is a great way to use especially eye-catching containers without drawing attention away from the containers themselves.) European ginger (Asarum europaeum), lilyturfs (Liriope spp., especially variegated cultivars), sedums (Sedum spp.), thymes (Thymus spp.), and many other plants listed throughout this book can be effective when grown as specimens.
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Flower beds and walkways in free-form shapes along with natural materials like gravel and bark mulch are the hallmarks of an informal design. These informal beds of ground covers are planted with lamb’s ears (Stachys byzantina), sunrose (Helianthemum sp.), and sedge (Carex ‘Western Hills’).


INFORMAL GARDENS. These lack the structure characteristic of formal gardens. While an informal garden may have elements such as steps or pathways, these elements tend to have more organic shapes. Paths snake around trees, for example, or low walls flow along the base of an existing slope. Beds are apt to be more free-form too. Informal gardens feature beds with undulating edges, such as island bed plantings that look as if they were surrounded by a sea of lawn or curved beds that conform to the shape of a slope or meandering walkway.


Balance is important in informal designs, as it is in formal ones, but in this case it is asymmetrical rather than symmetrical. A large bed of low-growing ground covers might be balanced by a smaller bed filled with taller or bolder plants. Plant collectors love informal designs, which don’t depend on repeating plants to balance a design. Edging plants may or may not be repeated from bed to bed, and filling an area with a crazy quilt of drifts consisting of many different species fits right into an informal design.


Although informal designs are more common than formal ones in the United States, sometimes using elements of both makes sense. In a small front yard, beds of ground covers in a formal arrangement may be easier to care for and give the entranceway a handsome, orderly appearance. Formal elements also are useful for giving order to an otherwise informal design — and reducing maintenance in one area so you can spend time in the part of the garden you love the most. Matching beds of ground covers under posts located on either side of a path could formalize the entrance to a wild, informal cottage garden, for example.



ADDRESSING PROBLEM SPOTS



You may already know which parts of your yard give you headaches. Perhaps it’s the steep slope along the sidewalk that’s so hard to mow, or maybe the barren area next to the house that never gets much sun. Knowing about problem spots is a good start, since filling such sites with easy-care ground covers pays big dividends. To get even more benefit from ground covers, and to plan your attack for covering the ground, take a hard look at your landscape to identify potential sites for ground covers that you hadn’t thought of before.


Start the process by taking a walk around your yard to look for spots where you could plant ground covers. Keep a mental list of the site opportunities you find, write them down, or draw a map to scale of your property and note them on the map. While walking around your yard, look for both long- and short-term solutions to problem areas. For example, at a site along a walkway where compacted soil and trampled plants are a constant eyesore, a few bags of mulch can offer an easy, quick fix. Just cover the site with a thick layer of mulch until you can fix the problem for good. See Prioritizing Projects at right for ideas on the types of landscape solutions ground covers can offer.
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Tough, vigorous, drought-tolerant species make excellent covers for slopes and other difficult sites. Here, purple-flowered Ceanothus griseus var. horizontalis ‘Yankee Point’ shares space with Teucrium fruticans.



Prioritizing Projects



Try to rank the importance of the sites you identify. Decide which ones will save loads of time right away or pay the biggest dividends by enhancing the overall look of the landscape. Use this information to create a landscape plan that can be phased in as time and money allow. You may find that you come up with a combination of do-it-yourself projects and areas that need the attention of an expert contractor. For example, building a series of permanent terraces on a steeply sloping site may be a project for a contractor, while planting shade-tolerant ground covers in a barren area under trees where grass won’t grow may be something you can tackle alone.


If any part of your design requires grading or landscape construction, plan for that from the outset. Leave room so that heavy equipment can deliver any brick, sand, gravel, or soil you will need to have on hand as close to the construction site as possible. If you can’t direct traffic around existing plantings, have a plan for moving plants to make room for equipment and materials before construction begins.


Here are some things to look for and ideas to consider in your own yard.


SMOOTH OUT LAWN EDGES. Instead of having a lawn that is a ragged shape with uneven edges and takes a long time to mow, plan beds of ground covers that will smooth out the curves and make mowing and trimming simpler and faster. A lawn that has uneven edges takes longer to mow. That’s partly because you can run the mower faster in a straight or gently curved line than along a twisty, curvy route. Also, a jagged perimeter requires lots of slow, back-and-forth mowing along the edges. Your landscape can profit as well: a lawn with a strong, clearly defined shape and gentle curves makes a handsome design element. Use drifts of ground covers planted around the lawn to smooth out the edges, define the shape, and frame the lawn. Also plan on installing edging strips to keep lawn and ground covers apart. (See Edges that Stick on page 188 for more on edging strips.)


REDUCE OVERALL LAWN AREA. Replacing lawn grass with ground covers reduces time spent on mowing and other lawn care chores. Conventional low-growing herbaceous ground covers are an obvious choice for replacing lawn, but many shrubs make great ground covers as well. Mat-forming shrubs that stay under a few inches in height — like some junipers (Juniperus spp.) — are fine choices, but if you have considerable ground to cover, don’t be afraid to think taller and larger. Shrubs and even small trees that are wider than they are tall, make handsome ground covers. See part 2 for ideas, including using large shrubs (see Mega Ground Covers on page 132 and Shrubs that Travel on page 136) and even weeping trees (see page 143).


LAWN GRASS SOLUTIONS




LAWN IS THE BEST GROUND COVER CHOICE in some situations. No other planting withstands traffic and wear the way lawn grass does. For play areas, it’s a natural choice because its soft, springy surface cushions falls, and a game of flag football or volleyball won’t destroy it. (Use mulch under swing sets and jungle gyms to eliminate trimming around posts and poles.) Hybridizers are introducing new lawn grass cultivars every year, and now there are many that resist diseases, plus some that require less frequent mowing. Obviously, hard surfaces like brick or stone wear better, but lawn has the added advantage of not reflecting heat. Ground covers like creeping thyme (Thymus serpyllum), Roman chamomile (Chamaemelum nobile), and dichondra (Dichondra micrantha) can withstand some foot traffic and are suitable substitutes in some sites, but they don’t take as much traffic or wear as lawn grass.





COVER SLOPES AND HARD-TO-MOW SPOTS. It just makes sense to clothe steep slopes, drainage ditches, and other spots where mowers bog down with easy-care ground covers. When planting these sites (or any sites, for that matter), be sure to select plants that will grow because they happily thrive in the existing conditions on the site. See Knowing Your Site on page 26 for more on matching plants to a site. Consider herbaceous perennials, to be sure, but don’t overlook shrubs for the job. Other candidates are vines, which can be trained to grow along the ground. Even weeping trees can cover ground, and for temporary cover, annuals may be a great short-term solution. Finally, don’t overlook hardscaping for permanent fixes for tough spots. A series of terraces that level out a steep slope will eliminate hillside mowing forever, for example, and a ground-level deck can carpet the area under shallow-rooted maple trees (Acer spp.) where little more than weeds will grow.




Tuning Up Tired Plantings


Even a mature landscape with established beds of ground covers can benefit from a critical examination.


Try to look at plantings with a new set of eyes. Are the sweeping beds of Japanese pachysandra (Pachysandra terminalis) monotonous? Is the English ivy (Hedera helix) escaping the garden and beginning to blanket a nearby woodland or shade garden? Which large established shrubs would benefit from an underplanting of ground covers? Have certain plantings survived but never really managed to thrive?


While you inspect a mature landscape, don’t just look for problems and sites to fix. Pay attention to combinations you like and plantings that appeal to you. Also note which styles are most pleasing to your eye — formal or casual, wild looking or cultivated.
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This planting of horsemint (Mentha longifolia) would be handsome alone, but the addition of a simple sculpture highlights it, creates a focal point, and really makes it pop.


Identify ground covers that have become or are becoming seriously aggressive and make a management plan. Either replace them entirely with less aggressive species, or drastically reduce the amount of space they occupy. See Aggressive & Invasive Ground Covers on page 50 for suggestions on handling especially troublesome plants.


Large masses of a single species of ground cover can be downright boring. If you have a healthy planting of one species, consider adding edging plants that have a different texture or perhaps sport variegated foliage. Another option for brightening up a boring monoculture (a mass planting of a single species) is to replant some of the area — patches, even — with ground covers that will add contrast. (Share the plants you have removed with ground-cover-poor friends and neighbors.) Adding a specimen plant, such as a showy shrub, in the center of a bed also will help brighten it up. Or add a sculpture, a container filled with annuals, or even a bird bath to create an area that’s about more than just the single ground cover.


To make a better plan for areas where ground covers (or other plants, for that matter) have survived but have never really grown well, start by examining the soil and other growing conditions in that spot. Then identify other plants that may grow better there. Either replant the area entirely or add one or two more species to the planting already there. Often several types of plants growing together will cover an area more thickly and luxuriantly than one species growing alone.


Also look closely at sites where existing ground cover plantings are growing to see if they need extra care to keep them lush and happy. Note whether they need to be cut back for rejuvenation, could benefit from topdressing with compost or soil, or might grow better with a layer of mulch to help suppress weeds.





PLANT ROUGH GROUND. Areas where the soil surface is bumpy or studded with boulders, rock outcrops, or other obstructions are a nightmare to care for. They can be nearly impossible to mow, leaving tedious string trimming as the only option. Eliminating lawn grass on such sites and planting ground covers instead transforms rocks into garden accents and bumpy topography into an attractive, easy-care part of the landscape.


CONNECT THE DOTS. Link individual trees and shrubs in the landscape with beds of ground covers. Underplanting shrubs and trees not only reduces the overall size of the lawn and eliminates the need to trim around each individual plant, but it also protects tree trunks from mower damage. Furthermore, it creates a more unified landscape that is lusher, richer, and more appealing than one covered by lawn alone.


FILL BARREN SPOTS. Closely inspect spots where nothing seems to survive for long or where plants are unhealthy looking. Dig up a shovelful of soil and examine it. If you can’t push a spade or garden fork into the soil without standing on it and jumping a bit, at least one of the site’s problems is compaction (assuming you haven’t hit a rock, of course). Terrain can also cause problems. A mower will scalp grass on a bump that’s higher than the rest of the area, leaving a bare spot. A rock outcrop just under the surface will create droughty conditions that lawn grasses won’t tolerate. Also watch how friends and family use the site. The problem could be foot traffic, or overflow from a play area.


Once you have figured out the problem, take steps to correct it. See Get to Know Your Soil on page 30 for ideas on dealing with compacted soil. If mower scalping is the culprit, dig up the grass and remove enough soil to smooth out the bump, then replant or resow. If a large rock or rock outcrop is causing the problem, replacing the lawn grass with drought-tolerant ground covers is an option. Another is to uncover the rock or outcrop altogether, plant around it, and enjoy it as a garden accent.
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Many ground covers, including this hardy ice plant (Delosperma nubigenum) will fill in around rocks, along steps, and over other types of uneven sites.


DIRECT TRAFFIC. Fixing spots where grass is worn thin by foot traffic takes a bit of planning. If the problem is caused by kids cutting through the back border to a friend’s house, stepping-stones surrounded by adaptable ground covers may be the best solution. (Blocking traffic with a fence or large shrub will likely only move a shortcut from one place to another. It’s better to accept impromptu pathways and adjust the landscape accordingly.) For more established walkways — for example, the front walk, the path to the garage, or the walk to a terrace that’s set away from the house — some combination of hardscaping and ground covers may be in order. See Covering the Ground with Hardscape on page 57 for information on creating practical and attractive paved areas in your yard. Plan on using ground covers along the edges of hardscaped walkways to encourage feet to stay on the path. If visitors are cutting corners along a particular pathway, you can use larger shrubs or a small decorative fence to keep them on the path. Or redesign the walkway to eliminate unnecessary curves.


PLAN FOR PLAY. If you have kids, set aside ample space for them to play. Lawn is the best ground cover for nearly every sort of outdoor game. A good-size lawn gives adults room for a game of touch football or an impromptu round of badminton or volleyball. Lawn also is the best option for a play session with your dog. For plantings to surround a lawn used for games, choose tough ground covers that don’t have brittle stems and can take a little bit of foot traffic so that participants can retrieve wayward balls with minimal fuss and without damaging the plants. Consider installing mulch under swing sets and other children’s play equipment (see Walkways, Terraces & Play Areas on page 64) to eliminate the need to trim grass.


CREATE NEW SPACES. While surveying your property, always be on the lookout for new spaces and creative ways you can use your landscape. Perhaps you will find room for a small sitting area that could be surrounded by low-growing ground covers. Look for a spot where the kids can build a fort, where you can start a butterfly or water garden, or where a compost pile can go. Ground covers can play a part in all of these landscape features and more, whether they carpet the ground along the path that leads to them, enclose the feature in some way, or cover the ground in the actual space. If you have a picnic table or group of chairs that routinely sit on the lawn, think about installing some type of ground cover under them that does not require mowing or trimming. You can use ground covers that tolerate some foot traffic, but a thick layer of mulch is a perfect flooring choice, because it is inexpensive, easy to install, and eliminates the need to trim grass under and around furniture.


WELCOME GUESTS. Neat beds of ground covers along the front walk make the entrance to your home welcoming and appealing. (They also reduce the overall lawn size and cut down on mowing and trimming chores.) For a gardenlike look without all the maintenance, consider small drifts of ground covers that feature interesting and colorful foliage. Combine herbaceous perennials and shrubs, and feature plants with evergreen foliage. For extra color, underplant with spring or summer bulbs. Also include some ground covers that boast handsome flowers, particularly ones with long bloom seasons to maximize color and interest from each plant selected.


Filling an area with small drifts of several different ground covers keeps maintenance to a minimum and ensures that there are always a few plants that look attractive and add color to the planting. When combining ground covers, though, try to stick with plants that grow at similar speeds: Fast-growing English ivy (Hedera helix), for instance, will suffocate slower-growing ground covers like foamflowers (Tiarella spp.). Keep an eye on the plantings, and be prepared to do some trimming or even transplanting if one plant shows signs of overwhelming its companions. Plan on installing edging strips between lawn and ground cover beds to make sure the overall effect remains neat and well cared for.
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[image: image] Pinks (Dianthus sp.)


[image: image] Blue star creeper (Pratia pedunculata)


[image: image] Columbine (Aquilegia sp.)


DESIGN IDEAS


Outdoor Carpets


A PATCH OF LAWN OR AN UNUSED CORNER OF YOUR YARD is more than just an opportunity for planting ground covers. Consider transforming that awkward spot into a new outdoor living space. In the garden pictured above, a combination of pinks and blue star creeper carpet an outdoor space that features a birdbath, pavers, and comfortable seating in a shady spot on the edge of a woods.







Lawn Alternatives


Ground covers can be planted en masse and used in much the same way as lawn.


Whether planted with fescue or St. Augustine, a conventional grass lawn contributes a uniform carpet of green to the garden that can be very appealing and restful to look at. Ground covers can be planted en masse and used in much the same way as lawn — to carpet the ground, set off specimen plants and sculpture, ease transitions between different parts of the garden, and fill space to the edges of your property. They can either be used to create a uniform all-green carpet or a more colorful covering, thanks to silver or variegated foliage as well as flowers in any number of colors.


When planning a ground cover lawn, keep in mind that no ground cover will withstand the amount of foot traffic lawn grass can tolerate. Plan pathways or stepping-stones to traverse a ground cover lawn if traffic will be an issue. Also select plants carefully, so they will thrive in the conditions available and won’t end up requiring more attention than lawn grass would. See Ground Huggers for Paths & Stepping-Stones on page 89 for ground covers that can withstand light foot traffic.
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Flowering ground covers such as low-growing thymes and speedwells, including Veronica pectinata shown here, add a colorful burst of color in summer when they bloom. This garden features a convenient sitting area next to the lawn where visitors can enjoy the show.
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Tough and drought tolerant, yarrows (Achillea spp.) are fast-spreading perennials that can be used to cover considerable ground. They tolerate very occasional foot traffic, too. Deadhead lawn plantings — by hand or with a string trimmer — to keep them neat. Dig and divide plants anywhere they seem to be dying or thinning out.
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This colorful, drought-tolerant carpet features two flowering ground covers, snow-in-summer (Cerastium tomentosum) paired with rock roses (Helianthemum spp.). Also called sun roses, Helianthemum species are evergreen shrubs that require very well-drained neutral to alkaline soil. They are generally hardy in Zones 6 to 8.
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On a hot, dry sloping site like this one, mowing would be a treacherous undertaking and conventional turfgrass would simply burn out. This lawn consists of a drought-tolerant combination of thymes (Thymus spp.) and buffalo grass (Buchloe dactyloides). Beds of drought-tolerant perennials frame the lawn in this low-maintenance garden.
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To use clump-forming plants as a substitute for lawn grass, mass plant them with fairly close spacing. This hybrid sedge (Carex ‘Ice Dance’), which reaches about 1 foot and spreads as far, is evergreen in the south, semievergreen in the north. Cut plants back in late winter.
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For a site with poor, acid soil and shade, consider a moss lawn. One good sign that moss will be a good ground cover choice is if it is already a problematic weed in your lawn. See Moss Gardens for Acid Shade on page 182 for more information.
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A moss lawn adds handsome elegance to this shady slope It also speaks volumes about the site itself. That’s because moss thrives on poor, moist soil that has a very acid pH. Moss also indicates that a site receives very little direct sun. see page 182 for more information on starting a moss garden.



KNOWING YOUR SITE



Although many gardeners (this author included) enjoy wandering around the garden — a plant in one hand and a trowel in the other — looking for likely spots to pop in an extra perennial, that’s really not the best approach to take with ground covers. Certainly, good ground covers are an adaptable lot. Many tolerate an amazingly wide range of soils or thrive in any site, from sun to shade. However, your job as the gardener is to make them as happy as possible, so they can grow vigorously and do the job you want them to do. That means knowing the site and selecting the best ground covers for that site.


Matching plant to site is actually the secret to any low-maintenance garden, because it is far easier to grow a garden full of vigorous, healthy plants when you start with species that will thrive there, not just tolerate the available conditions. Devoting time and effort to changing the conditions on a site isn’t a low-maintenance proposition. For example, azaleas (Rhododendron spp.), many of which make great ground covers, thrive in moist, well-drained, humus-rich acid soil. To accommodate them in a site that has predominately clay soil and a slightly alkaline or even neutral pH requires an enormous initial undertaking, plus annual attention to keep conditions in an acceptable range. It makes far more sense to select species that will thrive in the conditions that already exist. To do that, first get to know the conditions available on the site or sites you want to plant, then select ground covers accordingly. This section covers how to identify and learn about site conditions in your garden. You’ll find lists of ground covers for different types of sites in part 2, beginning on page 66.


The amount of sun or shade a site receives, along with the soil type, are obvious factors in selecting plants, but there are others. Consider existing soil moisture — how well the soil holds moisture as well as how quickly or slowly it drains. Annual rainfall may be a factor: Species native to areas that experience rainless summers are much better choices for gardens in dry western climates than ones from regions that average an inch or two of rain a week. If your summers are rainless or nearly so, planting drought-adapted species means your plants are more likely to succeed, and you won’t need to worry about supplemental watering once they are established. Plants matched to site also tolerate other characteristics a site may offer, like prevailing winds, reflected heat, salt, periodic flooding, or other adverse conditions.


Read Your Plants


Speed readers will appreciate this method for learning about a site: look at the plants that are already growing there and learn about the conditions they need to thrive. Although observing and identifying existing plants won’t provide all the site information you need to grow great ground covers, the process can be revealing. With time and experience, you’ll be able to simply look at the plants on a site and know a good deal about existing conditions. This is a valuable gardening skill you can use when selecting plants for any part of your garden, from beds of ground covers to perennial borders.


Even if you don’t know what species are growing on a site, you can learn a lot just by observing their condition. For example, if a site is covered with a thin growth of sparse, stunted plants, a quick glance tells you to suspect poor, dry, or compacted soil. Lush growth often indicates a damp spot, but it also can indicate rich, evenly moist soil. A scraggly patch of plants under a tree can indicate shallow tree roots, little growing space for roots of other plants, or dense shade. A spot under a deep eave of the house — or between two houses — may be barren because rain doesn’t reach the ground or because the site is shaded throughout the day.


Identify which plants already grow well on your site — or a similar site in a neighbor’s yard — and which ones don’t look healthy. If azaleas and rhododendrons thrive without much care, for example, the soil is probably acid, moist but well drained, and fairly high in organic matter. All the plants on a site give you clues, so look at trees and shrubs as well as herbaceous plants. Rich, deep green leaves on a pin oak (Quercus palustris) signal acid soil; in neutral to alkaline soil, the foliage is often yellowish due to iron chlorosis. Pin oaks also grow well in moist to wet soil, as do sweet gum (Liquidambar styraciflua), tupelo (Nyssa sylvatica), and eastern arborvitae (Thuja occidentalis).


WEEDS MAKE GOOD READING




PAY ATTENTION to the weeds that are growing in your area, and you’ll be able to use what they are telling you. Although most weeds will grow in a variety of soils, here are a few species to look for and the conditions they may indicate. Bear in mind that one or two weeds don’t mean much: This technique works best when weeds occur in large drifts. Stunted, sickly weeds may indicate low soil fertility.


Bindweed (Convolvulus arvensis). Light-textured, sandy soil that has a crusty surface or hardpan, a dense, nearly impenetrable layer of soil beneath the topsoil.


Bracken fern (Pteridium aquilinum). Poor, acid soil.


Chickweed (Stellaria media). Deep, humus-rich, fertile soil.


Chicory (Cichorium intybus). Rich, heavy clay soil.


Creeping buttercup (Ranunculus repens). Moist to wet clay soil that is poorly drained.


Dandelion (Taraxacum officinale). Deep, acidic, heavy clay soil.


Joe-pye weeds (Eupatorium spp.). Wet or constantly moist soil.


Mullein (Verbascum thapsus). Poor, acid soil that is low in organic matter and hasn’t been turned or dug recently.


Pineapple weed (Matricaria matricarioides). Compacted soil or soil with a crusty surface or hardpan, a dense, nearly impenetrable layer of soil beneath the topsoil.


Plantains (Plantago spp.). Acid, constantly wet or poorly drained, heavy clay soil.
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Many ferns are surprisingly vigorous spreaders on the right site, especially on a spot that offers rich, moist, well-drained soil.


[image: image]


Heat-tolerant plants are good choices for sites along streets and sidewalks, because they can tolerate the elevated temperatures caused by reflected heat. Here drifts of lavender (Lavandula angustifolia ‘Munstead’) flank a walkway joining street to sidewalk.


If you are starting with cultivated garden beds, use a perennials encyclopedia with lots of photographs to identify the plants. Sprawling drifts of gooseneck loosestrife (Lysimachia clethroides), for instance, indicate rich, moist soil (and a laissez-faire gardener), while thriving plantings of lavenders (Lavandula spp.) and thymes (Thymus spp.) indicate well-drained conditions plus full sun. Huge clumps of hostas (Hosta spp.) and ferns generally indicate rich, moist soil and shade.


Use a field guide to identify wildflowers in uncultivated areas. A good one will contain pictures and descriptions of native as well as nonnative species that have escaped cultivation. In addition to learning their names, pay attention to the sites where they are found growing naturally — the field guide will have brief descriptions that give clues. If you find a ground-hugging cover of partridgeberry (Mitchella repens) and moss, and perhaps blueberries (Vaccinium spp.), there’s no doubt you are dealing with acid soil. Joe-pye weeds (Eupatorium spp.) and queen of the prairie (Filipendula rubra) indicate rich, moist to wet soil, while butterfly weed (Asclepias tuberosa) and purple coneflowers (Echinacea purpurea) generally signal dry, well-drained soil.


The Essentials of Climate


Are you in a region that has cool, rainy summers or hot, dry ones? How about hot, humid ones? There are ground covers that thrive in all of these conditions. The best plants for your garden are those that can tolerate the amounts of heat, cold, rainfall, and humidity in your area — not species you admired on a visit to a garden in a far-off climate with different conditions than your own. Gardeners in your area, along with experts at local botanical gardens or reputable garden centers, will be able to tell you which climate factors most affect plant growth in your area.


HARDINESS. Plant hardiness — how much winter cold a particular species can survive — is an important consideration. Since vigorous growth is essential for a ground cover to do its work, it’s best to stick with species that are completely hardy in your area. Although it’s fine to experiment with herbaceous plants that may or may not survive the winter, losing an entire bed of ground covers after a particularly severe winter can be a real blow. Even if a bed isn’t killed outright, cold-damaged ground covers are likely to be slow to start growth in spring and may struggle to survive for months. Plantings may die out in patches, allowing weeds an easy foothold, even in established plantings, when ground covers aren’t in the peak of health. All the plant descriptions in this book include hardiness zones; see the USDA Hardiness Zone Map on page 212. If you’re putting in a large planting or want to be absolutely safe, choose ground covers that are hardy to a zone colder than the one you live in.


Keep in mind that winter temperature isn’t the only factor that affects plant survival rates. Snow cover plays a big part as well. Many plants can survive very cold winter lows provided they are covered by an insulating blanket of snow. If you plant them in a warmer zone, they may not come through the winter if snow cover is not dependable. Soil drainage also is important, since wet soil in winter causes crown rot and other problems in many plants. Try growing the same species in two spots in your garden — one that is poorly drained in winter and another that features perfect drainage (such as a spot with sandy or gravelly soil behind a rock wall) — and you can observe the effect of winter soil moisture yourself.


HEAT. Summer heat affects plant survival rates — and not just in hot weather. Obviously, plants unable to tolerate toasty weather can die in summer from any combination of heat, humidity, or drought. However, species that survive summer heat but don’t really thrive in it very likely will be weakened by season’s end. Weakened plants are more likely to be killed or damaged by winter weather than vigorous ones are. The hardiness zones in this book are given in ranges to indicate the southernmost areas where plants can be grown successfully. In the Southeast, these ranges are very helpful, but gardeners in the West may find them misleading. That’s because many plants that can’t survive the hot, humid summers in the Southeast thrive in the cooler summer weather along the Pacific Ocean. Or they may be able to tolerate heat in desert areas as long as it doesn’t come hand-in-hand with high humidity and rainfall. This is another example of why it is so important to consult local sources for ideas about which ground covers will do best in your area.
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While climate plays a major role in what ground covers will perform best in your area, many plants thrive in a wide range of areas. The liriopes (Liriope spp.) and impatiens (Impatiens walleriana) that carpet the ground in this tropical garden also grow well much farther north.
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Succulents are great choices for sites where drought tolerance is essential. Here, echeverias (Echeveria spp.) and blue Senecio mandraliscae surround golden barrel cactuses (Echinocactus grusonii). Hardier succulent species for northern gardens include sedums (Sedum spp.), hens-and-chicks (Sempervivum spp.), and houseleeks (Jovibarba spp.).


RAINFALL. Knowing how much rain you can expect, along with when it is likely to fall, can determine success or failure with a particular species. Planting ground covers that require more rain than a site naturally receives means adding extra watering chores to your gardening agenda. Trying to grow plants that require a hot, dry summer dormancy in an area with regular summer rainfall also can be problematic.
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