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To best friends who keep me laughing
and to Dick, my dearest friend,
who shares the journey and keeps me on course.





PREFACE
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Ruth, Henry, and Allen . . . My Gardening Gurus


No gardening grandmother appears in my gene pool. The first twenty years of my life were spent in big cities with urban and urbane parents. If any gardening was done, it was done by hired hands. Uninspired, no doubt. And certainly uninspiring to that pigtailed, freckled kid I was.


My life changed when, as a college freshman, I picked up the book How to Have a Green Thumb without an Aching Back by Ruth Stout. I discovered I was a gardener at heart and knew I would someday be a gardener in reality. Why else would that book have called my name?


Stout, who became a gardener in middle age, toiled in the inhospitable soil of Connecticut. When she tired of toiling, she reinvented the gardening process and then told the rest of us how to do it. She not only instructed readers about the glories of mulch and compost; she introduced us to the incomparable joy of sitting on a bale of hay, fulfilled by the day’s work and the next day’s promise.


How to Have a Green Thumb without an Aching Back introduces the reader to an occasionally cantankerous woman who lived fully until she was ninety-six. I have a photograph of her, leaning on a pitchfork, looking around her garden, thoughtful and content. The book is a guide to intelligent, productive, labor-saving gardening but so much more.


Henry Mitchell also entered my life before I became a gardener. Again, I am not sure why I purchased The Essential Earthman, but once I read the first chapter, I was in love. Mitchell filled the limited space of his Washington, D.C., garden to overflowing and wrote for the Washington Post garden columns that are sheer genius, sometimes comic, always informative.


This is how good Mitchell is. When I became a published writer, I quit reading Mitchell because his books are packed with sentences I wish I had written myself. Feelings of inadequacy overcome me, and my own writing pales, but so does everyone else’s. Rereading Mitchell’s books, The Essential Earthman, One Man’s Garden, and Henry Mitchell on Gardening, must wait until I develop a more hardened ego or I am no longer writing about gardens.


Like Stout, Mitchell’s books are full of good gardening advice, but anyone can give advice. Their writing rings with perseverance, humor, and passion, and so does Allen Lacy’s.


Lacy is the only author of these three mentors I had the pleasure of meeting. He spoke at a symposium I attended in 1998. Lacy knew exactly how he became a gardener. Miss Harley turned him into one by selling him (for twenty-five cents) a yellow iris fortuitously called ‘Happy Days’.


Lacy has written many books, but the ones that speak to me are Home Ground, Farther Afield, and The Gardener’s Eye, collections of columns he wrote for the Wall Street Journal and other publications.


Stout, Mitchell, and Lacy were gifted writers and gardeners to the core and to the heart. Their books continue to teach us to see the world differently, with what Lacy calls “the gardener’s eye,” and once we have it, we are forever changed.
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Making a Garden
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Gardening has changed, and so have we. We have learned that gardening is art, not a set of rules. We are free to follow our visions, so our gardens reflect who we are and what we like . . . that is, until we change our minds.





Down to Earth



At one time I thought of myself as a lazy gardener, but I know now that I am not lazy at all. I have simply reallocated my energy.


I have discovered how to do certain jobs (such as getting rid of weeds) once and never again. I have found out how to turn sand into nutrient-rich, moisture-retentive loam. And, best of all, I have learned to let nature do much of the toil for me.


Instead of lazy, I think of myself as a leisurely gardener. At the risk of sounding smug, I have become efficient and resourceful, and I assure you that with minimal effort, you can do the same while creating a pleasurable, satisfying, undemanding garden.


In starting an ornamental garden, or what I call a mixed border, the gardener needs to begin with fundamental decisions about its location and its size and parameters. Where will it get morning sun and afternoon shade? How big should it be, and how should it be shaped?


But I think the most basic question is about the purpose of the garden. Why do you desire this garden or border? Do you want flowers for arrangements? Sustenance for birds and butterflies? A view from an interior window? A place of privacy? Or a place for entertaining?


Too often a garden begins with no objective, so the garden winds up as a hodgepodge that never quite satisfies the gardener. If you begin with a goal, a mission statement of sorts, you have a guideline for the garden’s design and ingredients. Whatever goal you set, the garden should make you happy. Why else would you go to the trouble and expense?


Once the decision of purpose has been made, gather all the newspapers and cardboard you can locate. Ask neighbors and friends to save theirs for you. Flatten cereal and cracker boxes as well as cartons. People may look at you strangely as you plead for their stacks before they toss them into the recycling bin. Spouses may complain about cardboard and newspaper cluttering up storage areas. But keep the faith. You are on a mission that will change your life forever.


For this adventure you will also need a large pile of pine straw, aged wood shavings, shredded leaves, hay, dried seagrass, or a combination of any of these materials. Establish a relationship with sources of these mulching materials since you will need a regular supply as long as you garden.


When I had a garden on the coast, I gathered dried seagrass. For my mainland garden, I buy ten to twenty bales of coastal Bermuda hay every year from a local farmer who delivers it to the spot I designate. I shred and pile up leaves that fall in our yard. Leaves that fall into the garden stay right where they are. I rake up pine straw. I have been known to gather bags of leaves misguided neighbors discard. Little do they know they are dumping treasure.


Ideally, you will also have on hand some bags or a pile of composted manure, but this is not nearly as essential as the newspaper and mulch. However, it is a good investment, and once you spread a generous layer of manure on your garden, you need not do it again for years. Maybe never if, like me, you are a dedicated mulcher.


Spread newspaper and cardboard over the entire area you have picked out as your garden site. The newspaper should be eight or more layers thick. Put it right on top of grass or weeds that cover the area. Once again, if you do this right, you will never have to do it again.


The goal is to shut out light so the grass becomes compost and weed seeds are unable to germinate. The newspaper and cardboard decompose in less than a year and add humus to your soil. Humus is the material that provides texture, enzymes, beneficial bacteria, and nutrients to the soil. It also enables soil to retain moisture.


After the entire area is covered with paper, spread composted manure over it as thickly as you can. Six inches is ideal. If you do not have enough for the whole site, I suggest you spread it thickly over as much area as you can cover and do the remaining area thickly another time.


Next cover the entire area, whether you have a compost layer or not, with eight to twelve inches of mulching material. Do not skimp. One benefit of this mulch is that it hides and holds down the newspaper so that it does not blow all over and make the neighbors cranky.


Furthermore, as the newspapers decompose, the mulch becomes integrated into the soil. Earthworms move in. Beneficial bacteria and enzymes thrive. The mulch retains moisture, helps keep soil temperature stable, and provides nutrients to plants.


Let this sandwich of newspaper, compost, and mulch rest three to six months. Nature will do its work with no further effort on your part. When do you till the soil? Never. When do you get rid of those weeds and grass under the newspaper? Forget them. They are compost-in-the-making as soon as you cover them.


Make a list of plants you want in your garden: a small tree perhaps, shrubs of varying sizes, perennials of different heights that bloom at varying times, herbs, grasses, and annuals. Group plants that need shade. Some plants require moisture, while others thrive in dry soil. You will water more efficiently if you group these plants accordingly.


Waiting to plant is hard but well worth the patience. However, if you want to plant shrubs or trees immediately, cut through the newspaper layer a space large enough for the rootball. After planting, tuck in the compost and mulch, leaving an uncovered inch around the stem or trunk to avoid rotting.


As your soil becomes rich with humus and nutrients, your plants become resistant to disease and fungi. Forget about spraying and dusting. In a balanced, diverse garden, beneficial insects will thrive and so will your plants.


People frequently express disbelief when I say I do not labor long hours in my large garden. I even hear murmurs of doubt when I deny using insecticides or fungicides. But it is all true. (Or almost true. I mercilessly annihilate fire ants, whatever it takes.)


Remember the cereal commercial? “Try it. You’ll like it.” I suggest, if you are skeptical, that you try this soil-building, organic process in just one area of your garden for a few years. You will be hooked. You will then stroll around your garden, wondering where the weeds are, stopping occasionally to kick yourself for not taking life easy years ago.





The Unplanned Garden



No wonder I am frequently asked to speak to garden groups about “the unplanned garden.” I have to face facts. I am a gardener without tape measure or graph paper, let alone a compass. My garden lacks an axis, a hardscape focus. My edges ebb and flow without pattern. Geometry is beyond me, and so is the Golden Mean (though not, I hope, the Golden Rule).


Determining an overall purpose for a garden points the gardener in the right direction. It provides a target: a place for entertaining, or privacy, or children’s play. Those are goals, not plans. My objective is to create a garden that is a collection of plants overflowing with color, texture, and surprises. I have no plan except to gather diverse species and varieties that catch my attention and interest.


An efficient planner purchases plants for particular places. I bring a plant home and wander around looking for a space to put it. An efficient planner has a map. I may not even have a shopping list. But the way I look at it, lackadaisical planning gives me freedom to change my mind, to surprise myself with creative flukes, and to forgive myself for making mistakes.


My first experience with serious lack of planning was an herb garden I started forty years ago. I placed this garden in the corner of our one-acre lot, considerably closer to my neighbor’s kitchen than to my own. Of course, the garden languished from inattention. I had two children, as well as a husband and assorted dogs, and the herb garden had low priority.


A slow learner, a few years later I planted a narrow perennial border across the back of our lot in front of a hedge of redtips (Photinia × fraseri). Not good placement (since it, like the herb garden, was too far from the house), but the concept had potential. Unformed but germinating.


The hedge of redtips has gone, replaced by dark green waxleaf ligustrums to provide background, privacy, and abundant cover for birds and other critters. That strip of perennials has become a mixed border over one hundred feet in length and between eight and sixteen feet in depth, meandering around an oval of unkempt lawn that someday I may pave with flagstones.


While I may have been a gardener without plan, even as I planted that scrawny strip of perennials, I had a vision. My gardener’s eye pictured a lush sweep of flowers and foliage that looked like an over-the-top bouquet of diverse textures, intertwining stems, and fabulous colors. I did not draw a plan or map, but I knew my destination.


An adept nonplanner continually enlarges the canvas. The unplanned garden is in perpetual flux—with added inches here, a few feet there, outward and onward and occasionally upward.


Because I did not know better at the time, the ground was dug up for that skinny back-of-the-lot border, but I have never tilled. Grass remains in place, turning quickly into compost; newspapers deprive grass and weeds of light; compost and mulch enrich the soil. The only digging that occurs in my garden is to prepare just enough space for plants.


This “sandwich” of newspaper, compost, and mulch incorporates itself into the soil, providing three meals a day plus snacks for earthworms and microscopic critters. I no longer fertilize. Stray weeds or groundcovers are pulled effortlessly from dark, humusy soil that began as pale, nutrient-starved sand.


This blank canvas, of course, is not prepared all at once, as a properly planned garden would be. My own garden plots grow in chunks, depending upon which way I want a path to travel, what plants are waiting to be planted, what bench or statue or birdbath needs a location. A garden designer knows from the get-go where that path will go, which plants go where, and what location is right for the birdbath.


I do not know any of these things until I see them happen. I walk the path until I bump into something, and that is where the turn occurs. My husband moves the birdbath to one place and then another. He is a fine and patient man and knows when to keep opinions to himself.


I plop the shrub or tree down in one location, change my mind, and try it somewhere else.


I try to make up my mind before I remove the plants from their pots, but sometimes they are in the ground for a season or more before I reach a decision. At one time, almost every plant in my garden was dug up and moved at least once, and some of them three times, before reaching a final location. They seemed to enjoy the attention and change of scenery. At least they did not complain.


I have learned the hard way to leave plants in their pots and move them around the garden until we hit the right spot. Sometimes they remain potted and movable for months or even a year or two.


A garden that just happens is never short of surprises. They are everywhere. Stems intertwine and foliage mingles so it is difficult to tell where one plant starts and another stops. Colors clash, but who cares? No garden planner would pair orange and pink, but Mexican sunflowers and rosy Joe Pye weed are stunning together. Cat’s whiskers weave happily among rue and alternanthera. Artemisias wander at will.


Erysimum and geums, planted too closely together, bump into each other but work things out. There is room for both. Japanese anemones, bobbing on wiry stems, pop up in the most unexpected places. Dwarf pennyroyal, creeping raspberry, and dwarf veronica wander into the lawn. The garden overflows.


Even a nonplanner has guidelines, and these are mine: Locate garden spaces where they will give maximum pleasure. Feel free to expand. Forget the rules and follow your vision. Work no harder than absolutely necessary.


If I had planned my garden thirty years ago and adhered to a drawing and accompanying plant list, I would have saved myself even more time and labor. I definitely would have saved money. Who knows what I might have done with all the hours and energy I have dribbled away? Who knows what fortune I might have amassed without all those foolish purchases?


But the person who might have made that plan no longer exists. Her vision has morphed and mellowed. So has her garden. Like Pop-eye, “I yam what I yam,” and my garden is what it is, and, after all these years, we are happy together.





Garden Like a Cheapskate



One thing I have learned in my gardening life is to make the most of my resources. I point with pride at my overflowing garden on which I have spent remarkably little, no matter what my husband thinks. With extra effort and plenty of money, I could have created this garden more quickly, but I am a patient and frugal gardener. I find “having it all” for a pittance more satisfying than instant gratification.


Paying for mature plants is more than my thrifty nature can bear. For me, a large part of gardening pleasure comes from seeing plants grow from infancy to adulthood. Planting a full-grown shrub or tree or perennial is too much like giving birth to a twenty-one year old. The child may be perfect in every way, but where is the feeling of accomplishment?


Even though I usually buy young, inexpensive plants, I watch for sales, especially late in the season when nurseries unload overgrown or tired plants to make room for new inventory. Repotting is labor intensive for commercial establishments, but I am happy to do it since I do not collect even minimum wage.


A plant that needs repotting often can be divided into several smaller plants. Recently I bought a holly fern (Cyrtomium falcatum) and was able to slice it into three separate crowns or clumps. For the sale price of one overcrowded plant, I now have three holly ferns.


Whether I am dividing an overgrown perennial purchased at a nursery or a crowded cluster from my own garden, the method is the same. I look at the clump of roots and emerging stems and decide how many divisions I can make.


You need a sharp knife for this operation. Locate the first possible division, and insert the knife at the top, keeping in mind that you want to salvage as much of the root structure as possible. Slice downward on one side of the division and then the other so that you wind up with a wedge like a six-inch-thick slice of pie.


Continue to slice around the clump until you have two, three, or four divisions. Go for husky chunks that will mature quickly. They are free, and life is short.


Sometimes I dig up an overcrowded perennial and pull it apart with my hands. If a shovel or trowel is not close by, I rip the plant out of the ground. My borders are full of plants that started their independence this way and have lived happy, fruitful lives in spite of my mistreatment.


I keep a plastic trough of potting mix for the next step. That way I am ready whether I have one or two plants to pot up or a dozen. My all-purpose potting mix is two-thirds commercial peat or pine bark–based mix and one-third compost or good garden soil. Toss in a couple of handfuls of lime or add a tablespoon of lime to each pot as you fill it.


Put divisions in pots large enough to allow a season or two of growth. Water well to settle the roots. Be sure the base (or new crown) of the plant is just below the surface. Put your new plants where you will visit them regularly to be sure they are watered and squirrels have not dug them up.


Of course, instead of potting up your new plants, you could put them directly in the garden. I have done this, often with the same plants I ripped out of the ground and yanked apart. Just be sure you keep the plants watered and mulched.


For me, one of the greatest pleasures of gardening is creating new plants from cuttings. Cuttings are four- to six-inch stem segments with several nodes or growth bumps where roots can emerge. The stems should be this year’s growth, mature enough so that they are not flimsy but are green and bendable.


When I buy a shrub, I check for potential cuttings. I snip off as many of those four- to six-inch stem segments as I can while leaving enough foliage on the plant to assure continued vigor. For the price of one plant, I have a bouquet. “More is better” is my mantra.


Fill a six- to eight-inch-deep plastic pot or planter with coarse builders sand, vermiculite, perlite, or finely shredded pine bark. This is the medium that will hold cuttings until they are rooted. Moisten the medium thoroughly, checking that excess water drains out of the container.


Cut each stem just below a growth node (the bumpy area), and then dip it into water and powdered rooting hormone, which you can find at any garden center. With a stick or pencil or finger, poke a hole in the medium. Stick the stem into the hole, making sure the medium is packed around it.


Put the cuttings in a shady area, and keep the medium moist but never soggy. In two or three weeks your cuttings should have well-developed white roots. You will know they are rooted if they do not slide out of the medium when you give them a tug. If they slide easily, let them sit in the shade another couple of weeks and try again.


Some propagators cover their rooting containers with plastic to keep the medium from drying out and to create a moist atmosphere for the cuttings. Sometimes I do this and sometimes I do not, depending upon whether we are in a dry or rainy spell. If I lived in an arid climate or propagated indoors, I would always drape plastic over the container.


Pot up well-rooted cuttings in potting mix. Let the roots grow for a season or two. Be patient. Wait for strong foliage growth.


To make a plant or make multiple plants from one is a joyful experience. Call me crazy, but I would never be satisfied with a readymade garden installed by a landscaper between dawn and dusk. The extended creative process and personal involvement enrich my life as no instant garden could ever do.





Regroup and Stretch



While visiting an art museum a few years ago, I was pleasantly puzzled by the work of the world-renowned abstract expressionist Jasper Johns. The card on the wall quoted Johns describing his work process: “It’s simple; you just take something and do something to it, and then do something else to it.”


My thoughts exactly. As a gardener, I am more gut-level opportunist than abstract expressionist, but I plant something in a space, add plants that make it look better, and then add more. No diagrams, no tape measures, no design concept other than the tall stuff goes in the back (though sometimes it winds up elsewhere), and colors should echo rather than clash (though sometimes they do clash, and the effect is quite pleasant).


My favorite garden spot, the area right outside our family room windows, was flattened by heavy equipment rearranging a forty-year-old septic system. I was presented with what might have seemed a disaster. However, I chose to view it as a fresh, if not pristine, canvas.


I tried to remember what had been in this abundant border, which plants had brought me such delight. Joe Pye weed (Eupatorium maculatum ‘Gateway’), royal blue salvia (S. guaranitica), and a single baptisia re-emerged from the pale sand that had been dumped over my well-nourished sandy loam. Every other plant had disappeared.


Castor bean seeds began germinating, and I left the seedlings in place while I replanted the area. I will eventually extract seedlings I do not want and trim the remaining castor beans to provide a little shade through the summer, like “annual trees” with sturdy stems and large, burgundy leaves.


I began planting. . . . First I did one thing, then another. In a couple of weeks the border was filled with potential: tiny basils, transplanted solidago and lamb’s ears, orange-flowered lion’s ears (Leonotis leonurus), and butterfly weed (Asclepias tuberosa). Somehow, the color combinations meshed: royal blue, orange, yellow, and red. The palette now sizzles, though it used to be soft pastels.


Thinking ahead to my golden years, I am replacing most perennials and annuals with shrubs to cut down on labor throughout my garden. In the corner of this mixed border I planted a single Hydrangea paniculata ‘Limelight’, which will bloom in mid- to late summer, providing a respite from all those oranges and reds.


With one or two exceptions, panicle hydrangeas bloom on new wood, so they can (and should) be cut back to a foot or less in late winter to generate as much new wood and as many blooms as possible. They also tolerate more sun than mopheads and lacecaps, making them ideal for sunny mixed borders.


In the shadiest area I planted a daphne to provide entertainment in the winter. Then I did something else: an assortment of hellebores was tucked in. They will have to be moved as the daphne grows, but I will worry about that later. I wonder whether Jasper Johns does that, too.


Toward the front of the border I planted several dwarf abelias. Numerous dwarf abelia cultivars are available, but I am partial to Abelia × ‘Rose Creek’ because its conspicuous pink calyxes last all winter. I also like its compact size and shape, well suited to a mixed border.


A single variegated grass (Miscanthus sinensis ‘Variegatus’) is clustered with the hydrangea. Close to the house (definitely closer than it should be) I have placed a blue flowering chaste tree (Vitex agnus-castus ‘Shoal Creek’).


I could not help myself. Wandering through the garden section of a big-box store, I spotted a table full of ‘Shoal Creek’ vitexes in full bloom and bought two, one for myself and one for a friend. A vitex can reach twelve to fifteen feet, so it needs more space than I can give it in this particular border. Instead of planting it, I repotted it in a large container and will plant it somewhere else when I have come to my senses.


Vitex flower spikes are full and long and blue (or white or pink) and last for weeks, much prettier to my thinking than the blooms on a butterfly bush or buddleia. The foliage is dissected (looking a bit, I am told, like marijuana foliage). I already have a large old no-name vitex in the corner of my yard, and it is stunning. The trick is to keep a chaste tree deadheaded so it will continue to rebloom through the summer and trimmed up so that it does not turn into an oversized and ungainly shrub.


Here is another trick: when you buy a bargain plant, remove it from its pot, ruffle up the roots, cut them with a knife to loosen them, and put the plant in the ground or repot it in a larger container. Bargain plants are usually pot-bound with root systems tightly confined and unable to expand. It is too painful to think about.


But newly planted shrubs, trees, and grasses are for the future. I needed big and instant gratification in this visible border. Two fast-growing annual Mexican sunflowers (Tithonia rotundifolia) are just the ticket, reaching five to seven feet in height by late summer and producing bright orange single flowers until frost. Two will amply fill an area of eight feet or more, keeping in mind that castor bean “trees” (Ricinus communis) share the space.


Tithonias tend to fall over in late summer during heavy rainstorms, and I have learned to let them lie. They root where they fall, turn their center stem toward the sun, and keep on flowering.


I could have replanted this border as it had been originally, but disaster forced me to regroup and stretch. The garden used to be a soothing mix of pastels; now it is a zingy and cheerful bouquet.


My husband warned me for years about planting in this area, knowing that our septic system lurked below. Of course, he was right, and I knew it all along. Now I have replanted this same precarious area, which will probably need flattening again in the future. Assuming trouble is another forty years in the future, I will take the risk and enjoy the present.





Getting from Drab to Chaotic . . . If You Are Ready to Go



My garden history is full of borrowed ideas. My many gardening mentors figured out how to do things efficiently, strategies I never would have thought of myself. My own inclination is do-it-yourself, plant-as-you-go chaos.


Contrary to most of what I know about gardening, no one had to tell me how to be chaotic. I was born this way and am reminded, every time I stroll in my garden from midsummer through fall, what a wild woman I am. I prefer to think of myself as a free spirit. My garden is untidy but full of breathtaking surprises. It is a riot of color, texture, and structure. How, I wonder, did a simple soul such as I achieve such grandeur?


Often, when I speak to gardeners and show them slides of my garden, I confess that my personal Eden is never sought out for garden tours. My audience laughs, and so do I. We all know what I am talking about.


Up on that giant screen, we see the chaos that is my gardening style. It is a jungle in there and up there. By August, I have to pull plants apart to get a glimpse of soil. Stems and stalks intertwine as if they are all growing out of the same root system.


Candelabra-like seedpods of August lilies, tall salvias, cannas, and cassias shoot upward with no regard for the less stately growers around them. Not for me neatly staggered heights and subtle color combinations.


If your garden needs loosening up, if you want to go from drab to chaotic, here are the directions:


Think big. As you walk around your garden, be conscious of your posture. If your shoulders are stooped, your neck bent, your eyes cast downward, your garden is too medium, which is not surprising since most plants in home gardens are about twelve to thirty inches tall.


In a dynamic garden, eyes move up and down and up, looking for the surprises. Place tuteurs (latticed pyramids) and other structures for vines to climb. Select plants with height and bulk: bananas, cannas, elephant ears. In the fall, watch butter-colored cassia (Cassia bicapsularis) prop itself on surrounding plants as it reaches heights of seven or eight feet.


Plant big in the middle of medium. Do not feel compelled to line up tall plants or structures in the back of the border with mediums in the middle and shorts up front. Discover “see-through” plants meant to filter the view.


Plant closely so that when plants emerge and start their wandering ways, the soil will be shaded, and so will the roots. Not only is this aesthetically pleasing to those of us with chaotic taste, the overhanging foliage suppresses weeds and conserves moisture. And talk about instant gratification. Close planting quickly turns the garden into an abundant and overflowing bouquet.


Let the colors flow together like a vibrant watercolor. To my eye, burgundy creates what painters call negative space, receding but making paler shades pop. Chartreuse, on the other hand, demands attention. They make a fabulous pair, and I would not want to garden without their pizzazz.


Burgundy plants in my garden include alternanthera, hibiscus, castor beans, pineapple lily, and several heucheras, as well as ninebark shrub (Physocarpus opulifolius), barberry, and loropetalum.


I satisfy my longing for chartreuse with Mexican orange shrub (Choisya ternata ‘Sundance’), which keeps its immature chartreuse foliage through the winter. Spirea ‘Gold Flame’ is chartreuse with tinges of orange.


The reseeding annual, Jewels of Opar (Talinum paniculatum) emerges in late spring, but the chartreuse color knocks my socks off until the first freeze turns it into mush. I allow golden-green creeping Jennie (Lysimachia nummularia) to ease out into the lawn, just the kind of thing a chaotic gardener might do.


Repeat colors through the garden so that, in spite of the chaos, there is continuity. Take a chance with color combinations. As with so many other facets of gardening, what have you got to lose if the choice is wrong? If the combinations do not please, remove the offender and put it somewhere else. If only all life’s mistakes were so easily corrected.


A bit of pleasant chaos, or a lot of it, embellishes our gardens, just as it adorns the roadsides and fields and woods whose unpredictable abundance and texture take our breath away.





Times Change



When I taught a gardening class recently, I realized how much has changed since I became a gardener. My assigned topic was annuals and perennials, but because of the way I garden, I changed it to growing annuals, perennials, and other stuff in a “mixed border.” No one seemed to mind.


A mixed border is a garden in which everything is intermingled: annuals, perennials, grasses, herbs, shrubs, and even a small tree or two. By definition it is diverse, and that is a good thing because diversity decreases the likelihood harmful insects will find a bonanza crop of whatever they like to eat.


Furthermore, diversity increases the likelihood that beneficial insects will gather to check out the plant assortment and devour their harmful counterparts in the process. Of course, if you want to invite beneficial insects to the feast, you cannot use insecticides and expect a whole lot of benefits. Insecticides are nonselective, killing the good guys along with the bad.


So I talked to my class about mixed borders and diversity and doing away with insecticides. While I was at it, I suggested doing away with fungicides as well. Some fungi are good guys, too. I occasionally use herbicides on runaway weeds and ivy but I do not feel good about it.


The point is, times have changed. When I became a gardener, I aspired to a border dedicated to perennials that bloomed in succession from early spring to hard freeze. Now I grow everything together, and we all seem to have a better time.


Furthermore, when I took the Master Gardener class fifteen years ago, organic solutions were not only not part of the course, they were not suitable topics for discussion. The organic growers among us were regarded as mavericks, and our suggestions were not encouraged. Now organic strategies are promoted as intelligent solutions and organic gardeners are no longer shuffled aside as the lunatic fringe.


Organic solutions have become cutting-edge horticulture. Herbs are cutting-edge medicine. Diversity is in, and so are mixed borders. We have come a long way in our gardens, and it seems to me we have gone in the right direction.


Ten years ago, container gardening was in; separate potted plants were out. Ideally, a container garden was a mixture of plants combined with attention to texture, shape, growing pattern, and, of course, color. This is still true of well-designed container gardens, and they are wonderful to behold.


I learned everything I know about garden design from container gardening. Something tall, something round, something trailing. Something bold and upright with broad leaves, something fine textured, something with rounded foliage. Soft pale green, greens that are almost black, chartreuse, and kelly. Shiny, matte, rippled, and smooth. I also learned to plant closely for instant gratification.


Container gardening taught gardeners to focus on foliage and make our potted gardens dramatic and bold. This is exactly what I seek to do in my entire garden—as if it were one huge container garden or bouquet.


I no longer incorporate container gardens into my borders, but I continue to fill large pots with single shrubs or large perennials. I move these pots into various places in the borders for spots of color or to fill up holes that happen over the year. Keeping these single shrubs or small trees in pots, I audition them in several places through the season before planting them in the ground.


At one time my gardening style appeared haphazard, random, even messy. But today’s horticultural buzzword is “layering” and, I’ll be darned, I have once again moved from lunatic fringe to inner sanctum.


Like container garden design, layering is about texture, mass, and color, so the border is intensively planted from edge to backdrop. For stronger impact, I should plant multiples (three or five or seven) of a limited number of plants, but it is my garden and I rarely meet a plant I do not want in it.


In a layered garden, plants flow into one another, so soil and mulch are hidden by foliage. A prime objective of layering is to keep the border interesting all year. Well, maybe not in winter . . . though the right selection of evergreen shrubs, ferns, herbs, and perennials can be effective and dramatic even in February.


Another change in gardening over the past decade is the addition of rocks and stonework. Large sculptural rocks are placed to look like outcroppings. Scree berms appear where lawns once spread, flat and boring. Stacked walls give a garden heft and permanence.


We purchase or create hypertufa troughs and encourage moss to grow. I suspect that alpine gardens are the wave of the future. I know just where mine will go.


I am covering the grass in the center of my wraparound garden with large, flat stones, leaving space between to plant pennyroyal, dwarf mondo grass, and succulents. In the center I intend to put a large urn with water pumping melodically over the brim and down the sides.


I did not know anyone with a water garden fifteen years ago, and now I suspect I am the only one I know without one. Tropicals we had never heard of now punctuate our borders. The leaves of common elephant ears are black and burgundy, vividly patterned and exotic. Cannas are striped and gold. Bananas rise like totem poles.


Gardening has changed, and so have we. We have learned that gardening is art, not a set of rules. We are free to follow our visions, so our gardens reflect who we are and what we like . . . that is, until we change our minds or something new grabs our attention.





Going Wild in the Garden



My favorite surprise this past week was a face-to-face meeting with a watchful toad buried up to his eyeballs in mulch. I also saw a tiny gecko, two inches long, make his way up a salvia stalk, his green skin and careful movement making him almost invisible. Earlier this summer I was surprised by a turtle strolling through the damp jungle of my closely planted garden.


Standing quietly in the garden this morning, I observed a trio of hummingbirds. Just a few feet away from me, they were scouting a clump of salvias, ready to drink deeply, preparing for the miraculous trip to Central America, where they will spend the winter. These are the kinds of things that happen in a garden that is also a backyard habitat.


Creating habitats for wildlife changes the dynamics of gardening in an amazing way. Adding plants with high wildlife value, substituting natives for hybrids, or becoming less focused on tidiness and more concerned with shelter and sustenance make a garden an intimate experience as well as a cooperative venture.
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