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  This book is dedicated to everyone who strives to protect, preserve, and restore our natural landscapes and to all plant propagators and others who work hard to provide plants for our gardens.
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  The bright scarlet blooms of native bee balm (Monarda spp.) brighten a sunny garden border and will attract bees and butterflies to your garden.

  Garden design and photograph by Bruce John Riddell, Landscape Architect LLC


  Why Native Plants?

  [image: ]

  Wild bleeding heart, Dicentra exima

  Native plants are generally considered to be the species that were growing in North America before European settlers arrived rather than plants that were brought here by humans. Native plants occur naturally in a region and have evolved over tens of thousands of years as they adapted to certain growing conditions—light, climate, moisture, and soil—and to insect and animal interactions.

  Other plant species have been in North America for hundreds of years and have naturalized to the growing conditions, but they are not true natives. These include plants that early European settlers brought over on purpose, plants that grew from imported seeds, and plants that somehow “snuck” aboard a ship bound from Europe to America.

  The plants in this book are not all specifically native to Maine but they are native to North America, primarily the Northeast, and all can grow well and even thrive in this state.

  Native plants, having co-evolved with insects and animals over thousands of years, often have developed symbiotic relationships (helpful interactions that benefit the plant and insect or animal) where the plants supply valuable food and shelter for the wildlife, and the wildlife help the plants reproduce and spread their seeds to multiply. An example is the relationship between plants and their pollinators—bees obtain nectar from flowers, and in the act of harvesting nectar they help pollinate the flowers so seed is set.

  When native plants are crowded out or eliminated by nonnative plants, especially invasive nonnative plants, the habitats that help sustain mammals, insects, birds, and complex ecological relationships in the soil are also eliminated. Nonnatives can also introduce diseases and insect pests that can become serious problems because no natural ecological checks and balances have had a chance to develop to keep them in control. Nonnative invasives such as Japanese honeysuckle, Asian bittersweet, and purple loosestrife are significant problems in North America. They not only choke out the native vegetation needed by wildlife (for example, the milkweed that provides nectar needed by monarch butterflies), they disrupt delicate natural interactions in a complex ecological web.

  Many Maine gardeners find that because native plants have naturally adapted to the climate and growing conditions in the Northeast, they require less cultivation and maintenance. This doesn’t mean that a native plant will grow well wherever it is planted. Native plant species still need particular growing conditions in order to thrive—that is, a combination of light, moisture, soil type, and temperature that fosters their growth.

  Although the plants mentioned in this book are by no means a comprehensive list of native plants, they are, in this author’s judgment, some of the best for home gardens and natural areas, and most are readily available from nurseries that carry native plants or Web sites that specialize in them. They can also frequently be purchased or obtained from horticultural societies, public garden plant sales, and seed exchanges.

  It is important to verify that the native plants you choose for your landscaping have not been improperly or illegally dug from the wild—a practice that can endanger their numbers and habitats. Make sure you purchase from reliable sources that propagate their own plants. If you aren’t sure, ask the seller where he or she obtained the plants.

  Another reason to choose native plants for your garden is to help preserve the region’s botanical heritage. As more and more areas become developed into subdivisions or commercial zones and new nonnative plants are introduced, the natural landscape becomes diminished or lost altogether. Consider how, in the Southwest, native vegetation is bulldozed for development and then grass is planted where a rich variety of cacti and succulents once grew.

  Just as strip malls homogenize the look of towns across the country, so can the use of nonnative plants. Reintroducing native plants into landscapes strengthens a sense of place. For example, planting native prairie plants in Midwestern states strengthens the original landscape heritage. Planting or conserving native cacti in the Sonoran Desert helps preserve the desert landscape. And in Maine, the state’s botanical heritage is seen in the native blueberries, hemlocks, paper birches, hay-scented ferns, New England asters, and mosses and lichens, among other species. Imagine Maine if its native plants were removed due to development and nonnative Bradford pears and Japanese maples were planted instead. It would take away from the sense of place, not to mention how it would remove valuable habitat for insects, birds, and mammals that rely on native trees for food and shelter.

  Although native plants make ideal choices aesthetically and ecologically for gardens, it is fine to mix in selected nonnatives. A garden or landscape doesn’t need to be all native to be “good.” There are numerous nonnatives that I will always want to grow, and there is no reason not to grow them unless they are considered harmful invasives. So, please don’t think you have to go “all native all the time” to not feel ecologically guilty, but do consider how important native plants are to the local environment and begin selecting more of them for your home garden or naturalized areas in your landscape. It is a simple, easy, and rewarding way to create a more environmentally friendly garden.

  
    
    
    
      	A spring woodland garden of native plants at the New England Wildflower Society’s Garden in the Woods in Framingham, Massachusetts. In the foreground, the white-flowering plants are foamflower (Tiarella cordifolia var. cordifolia) and the blue-flowering plants are wild blue phlox (Phlox divaricata).

      Photograph © New England Wildflower Society / W. Louiseann

      	[image: ]
    

  


  Selecting Native Plants for Your Home Landscape
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  A meadow garden of native plants: magenta and white gayfeather (Liatris spicata) and purple coneflower (Echinacea purpurea).

  New England Wildflower Society / D. Long

  Whether you are planning a new garden or planting area or simply want to enhance your existing landscape, selecting the right plant for the right place is the best approach to creating a beautiful, healthy, thriving, and lower-maintenance garden. Many new gardeners make the mistake of selecting plants only because they like the way they look instead of choosing species that are suited to their landscape’s specific growing conditions.

  For example, if you love ferns but your only garden space is in full sun and has dry soil, your ferns won’t thrive and look as lush as they do in moist woodlands. If you have a shady garden site, roses won’t do well; without full sun they will be scraggly and have poor blooms at best. You have to know and understand the site first and then select plants that prefer those growing conditions. Although some conditions can be changed—for example, pruning or removing trees to let in more sunlight, improving soil drainage, amending the soil, or modifying its pH—some conditions, such as temperature or the soggy soil in wetlands, aren’t changeable. Soil pH can be modified by modest increments but not by significant amounts, such as trying to maintain highly acidic conditions (pH 4.9) if you are starting with alkaline native soils (pH 7.5 or above).

  Assess your landscape before selecting plants. What are the full-sun sites? What are the sun and shade patterns in your garden area, especially in the summer months? What sites receive part sun or are mostly shady? (Even within a single long border, one end might be predominantly sunny and the other end mostly in shade.) What areas have moist soil or dry soil? After a heavy rain, what areas drain well and what areas have standing water that takes hours or even days to recede? Select plants accordingly, and you’ll be far ahead in achieving a successful garden with thriving plants rather than one with plants that just struggle along.

  Another important consideration in plant selection is bloom time. Select a mix of species so that something is in bloom throughout the growing season. Also select plants that offer other ornamental features throughout the year, from spring into winter. The limb structure of a shrub or tree, and even the shape of herbaceous perennials such as ornamental grasses, can add cheer and interest to long Maine winters. Position these plants in your landscape where you can see and enjoy them from windows or walkways.
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      	A summer garden scene demonstrating the use of a “hot” color scheme of flowering native plants with yellow black-eyed Susan (Rudbeckia spp.) and bright red cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis).

      Photograph © New England Wildflower Society / J. Lynch

    

  

  If you are in Maine only for the summer months, you’ll probably want to select plants that bloom in summer rather than “wasting” space with spring-or fall-blooming plants that you won’t see and enjoy.

  Also consider the color and texture palette that you most enjoy. Do you prefer cooler, soothing, more delicate colors such as whites, blues, purples, light pinks, and greens, or are you drawn to warmer and more intense flower colors such as bright reds, yellows, and dark pinks, and to brightly variegated foliage?

  Cooler colors recede, and hotter or warmer colors pop and appear closer. If you have a small garden and would like it to feel more expansive, choose cooler colors, which tend to make the garden feel airier. Using cooler colors in a border can trick the eye a bit to extend the perspective and make the border appear longer. Planting a small garden or bed or border with bright colors will make it come forward and make the area seem “filled up.” Think of two people standing about fifty yards from you, with one wearing a bright red suit and the other a navy blue suit. Which one appears closer? The red one does, and flower color does the same in a garden.

  Selecting plants for texture is also important. I prefer plantings that have a mix of textures, from large, thick leaves to lacy, finely cut foliage. If you use only plants with thick green foliage, it all starts to run together. But if you mix, for example, the finely cut foliage of tickseed or bleeding heart with bolder textures such as those of ornamental grasses and goatsbeard, you introduce much more interesting contrasts that highlight the special beauty of each texture.

  Garden writer and lecturer Felder Rushing has famously described a simple way to use height, shape, and texture to plan a mix of plants in a border. He advises selecting and placing plants so the result is a mix of “spiky, frilly, and roundy” in the bed. Because garden design can seem a bit overwhelming with all of the choices in a catalog or garden center, remember Rushing’s advice about spiky plants (with tall, vertical stems), frilly plants (with finely cut foliage), and roundy plants (with “regular-shaped” leaves and rounded shapes), and you’re close to designing like a pro!
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  A front yard doesn’t have to be boring! This Maine landscape incorporates artfully placed boulders with drifts of native and nonnative hardy perennials. In the foreground is a naturalistic drift of the blue-flowering native wild geranium (Geranium maculatum), a top native plant for gardens.

  Garden design by Bruce John Riddell, Landscape Architect LLC; photograph by William S. Brehm, Riverside Studio Photography

  In a native-plant garden design, this advice might translate as follows: Cardinal flower (Lobelia cardinalis) and gayfeather (Liatris spicata) are tall, “spiky” plants; columbine (Aquilegia), coreopsis, bleeding heart (Dicentra exima), and ferns might be “frilly” plants, with their finely cut leaves; and roundy plants, with mounded habits or rounded flower heads, include natives such as Heuchera, marsh marigold (Caltha palustris), butterfly weed (Asclepius tuberosa), and wild ginger (Asarum canadense).

  Although generally you should place taller plants in the back of the border, intermediate sizes in the middle, and smaller ones in the front of the beds, don’t be afraid to adjust that formula. For a more interesting and less formal appearance, mix up the heights a bit within a bed or border to loosen its appearance and create interesting pairings. Some plants may have smaller, mounded foliage but produce tall flower spikes, such as gayfeather (Liatris spicata), so these could be planted in the front of the border but give the effect of a taller plant.

  To design like a pro, use another simple design rule of thumb: Position herbaceous plants in groups of odd numbers. Planting in drifts of at least three or five plants per kind of plant, or more for larger, naturalistic “drift” effects, lends a pleasing and naturalistic character. I prefer larger drifts of fewer kinds of plants for a naturalistic and bolder character. For example, plant a drift of seven ornamental grasses along with nine coneflowers and five butterfly weeds. If you have a bed or border that is filled with, for example, one or two plants each of thirty different kinds of plants, the overall visual effect can quickly become too busy and chaotic.

  Some of my favorite “gardens” are the beautiful juxtapositions of height, color, and texture found along roadsides, in meadows, and at the edges of woodlands. Take a close look and study these unplanned “designs” right from nature, and you will learn a great deal about repetition, color echoes, mix of heights and textures, and an overall loosened look that suits Maine’s more naturalized gardens.

  Focal points are another design element to consider. Think about selecting a group of plants or one striking plant as a focal point, visible from the inside as well as the outside of your home. For an outside patio or seating area, select a species of tree that lends itself to being planted in a small grove, such as a serviceberry (Amelanchier spp.), or a single flowering native tree, such as a pagoda dogwood (Cornus alternifolia), to create a flowering focal point.

  In a border, a focal point could be a group of bright pink native roses—either one species or a mix of species—or a large drift of purple coneflower or dramatic Joe-Pye weed. Position the focal point so its pleasing arrangement or pop of bright color can be seen from a kitchen or living room window. Every morning in early spring, I love watching the stunning forsythia shrub outside my kitchen window as its seemingly lifeless branches transform into a sunburst of yellow. If it were not planted directly outside the kitchen window, I wouldn’t enjoy it as much as I do. Consider the rooms where you spend a lot of time—perhaps your kitchen or home office—as prime viewing areas, especially in winter, so select plants that will provide you with as much interest and joy as possible.

  Could your home or yard benefit from more shade? Think about where a single large native tree, such as a white or red oak or sugar maple, could be planted to provide shade to a south-facing window or an outdoor seating area.

  As you design your beds and borders, consider their shape. Curving beds or borders lend a more naturalistic and softer effect than straight lines. Curved lines can also make a garden look larger. Straight lines give a more formal look to a landscape.

  Another important factor to consider when choosing plants is whether they benefit wildlife. Choose trees, shrubs, and flowers that double as food and habitat sources for birds, butterflies, and small animals. See the lists of these plants at the back of the book, beginning on page 112.
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  Native white birches and their underplanting of lovely native turtlehead (Chelone glabra) thrive along a trail at Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens.

  Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens/Barbara Freeman
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  A good example of designing a focal point into your landscape (especially from a patio or viewing area) is illustrated in this garden by the planters framed by two drifts of lavender-colored flowers.

  Garden design and photograph by Bruce John Riddell, Landscape Architect LLC

  If you already have a number of nonnative trees, you can cull some—especially as they age or develop weak limbs that could result in damage or injury—and substitute native trees. Within a few years you’ll tilt the balance to having more natives in your garden. Or you can begin to interplant the nonnatives with native trees, using small, understory types of native trees such as serviceberry (Amelanchier spp.) or pin cherry (Prunus pensylvanica) or shrubs such as arrowwood viburnum (Viburnum dentatum), which can grow near or under the canopies of larger trees.
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  In this Maine garden, curved borders give the garden an informal appeal to better blend and complement the woodland background. Curved beds, rather than straight lines, lend a meandering look to the garden.

  Garden design and photograph by Bruce John Riddell, Landscape Architect LLC

  Recommended Books on Garden Design:

  
    
      	Brookes, John. Book of Garden Design. New York: Macmillan, 1991.
      	———. The Well Tended Perennial Garden.

      2nd edition. Portland, Ore.: Timber Press, 2006.
    

    
      	———. Garden Design Workbook: A Practical Step-by-Step Course. London: DK Publishers, 1994.
      	Diekelmann, John and Schuster, Robert. Natural Landscaping: Designing with Native Plant Communities. 2nd edition. Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 2002.
    

    
      	DiSabato-Aust, Tracy. The Well Designed Mixed Garden:

      Building Beds and Borders with Trees, Shrubs, Perennials, Annuals, and Bulbs. Portland, Ore.: Timber Press, 2003.
      	


      Druse, Ken. Natural Habitat Garden.

      Portland, Ore.: Timber Press, 2004.
    

  

  Selecting Trees and Shrubs

  Select your trees and shrubs by taking into consideration your growing conditions and the mature height and spread of the plants. Don’t plant an oak tree that may reach a hundred feet in height in a small backyard or too close to a structure where it could eventually pose problems. A tree is meant to be an investment in the future and should be left to grow where it was planted for the enjoyment of future generations. Therefore, ensure that the tree you select suits the growing conditions in your garden and has enough room for its eventual size.
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