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  The Magic of Maine Gardens




  


  





  “It’s just magic!” On our quest for great gardens throughout Maine, we couldn’t help but notice how often we heard this exclamation—even from those who know that imagination, careful planning, hard work, and outstanding soil are key to any successful garden. Experienced gardeners know that “abracadabra” has nothing to do with it.




  Or does it? Over time, we began to see parallels between gardening and showmanship. For instance, the anticipation and excitement that precede spring have much in common with the hush that falls over an audience just before the curtain rises. Selecting the right plants and creating a suitable backdrop are a lot like finding outstanding players and furnishing them with a set and props. Behind the scenes, a creative gardener, like a stage director, puts it all together in the most effective way possible.




  We realized, too, that our favorite gardens transcend the merely pretty, combining visceral pleasure with a deeper relevance. Some of the landscapes featured on the following pages emphasize what we love most about Maine: the rugged coastline and glassy lakes, the massive boulders and indigenous species, the morning fog and dappled evening light, the sleepy valleys where nothing much has changed in generations. Other featured landscapes, graced with historic plants, keep the past alive. When packed with spring-blooming bulbs, they offer hope in hard times. Always, they remind us of what matters most. Now, that’s magic!




  —Rebecca &Lynn




  [image: “Helios 1”, an illuminated glass sculpture from an exhibit by Eric Hopkins, casts a golden glow at Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens, in Boothbay.]




  “Helios 1,” an illuminated glass sculpture from an exhibit by Eric Hopkins, casts a golden glow at Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens, in Boothbay.




  [image: Curtain up! As daylight lengthens and the soil warms, snow is no impediment to early-flowering tulips eager to put on a show.]
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Opening Act


  ——


  The garden awakens





  


  





  Come April, Maine’s ever-hopeful gardeners pull on their boots, grab their leaf rakes, and barely conceal their joy as they head outdoors. Even though the forecast may yet include snow, and the prospect of plants in full bloom seems about as likely as Harry Houdini breaking free of his handcuffs, Maine gardeners forge ahead. Silently, and almost always alone, they begin the annual ritual of taking stock of their losses: the supposedly hardy roses, now utterly gone; the dead-as-a-doornail dogwood, planted so lovingly just a year ago; and of course the lavender, showing no signs of life whatsoever.




  [image: Hosta ‘Krossa Regal’ gives little indication in early spring that by summer its spread will reach a jaw­dropping five feet and its mauve-hued blossoms will grace stalks, or scapes, four feet tall. Named for physician and botanist Nicolaus Thomas Host (1761–1834), the shade-loving perennial takes Maine’s winters in stride.]




  Hosta ‘Krossa Regal’ gives little indication in early spring that by summer its spread will reach a jaw­dropping five feet and its mauve-hued blossoms will grace stalks, or scapes, four feet tall. Named for physician and botanist Nicolaus Thomas Host (1761–1834), the shade-loving perennial takes Maine’s winters in stride.




  But wait. What’s that green shoot poking through the fallen leaves at the base of the mailbox? Bonded with a layer of sand (the municipal aftermath of countless snowstorms), the leaves form a heavy, muddy mat. And then a moment of what can only be called magic: spring’s bounty revealed as gloved hands gently pull back the winter carpet. Dozens of newly emergent jonquils, crocuses, and diminutive iris, along with nascent daylilies and bleeding heart, declare that all is not, in fact, lost.




  Maine’s gardeners do mourn their losses, but they don’t dwell on them. There’s simply too much to do. And besides, every empty spot in border or bed provides an opportunity to try something new. The persistent ones take heart from another observation: With each passing season, they lose fewer plants. These experienced gardeners have learned from their mistakes. They know that, although much can be blamed on the weather (as well as on voracious deer and rodents), not everything is the result of forces beyond a gardener’s control. By following a few rules, they tilt the odds in their own favor. For example, they put the right plant in the right spot—a concept that sounds easy in theory but can be difficult in practice.




  Design considerations as well as desire—call it plant lust—not infrequently clash with a gardener’s better judgment. A brick path cries out to be edged in English lavender (Lavandula angustifolia), a perennial rated hardy to USDA Zone 5, making it viable (all the books say) in Maine’s more temperate regions. But the low-lying brick path doesn’t drain well, and it’s exposed to winter winds. Predictably, the lavender dies. And so it goes.




  [image: White grape hyacinth (Muscari botryoides ‘album’) and dainty jonquils (Narcissus triandrus ‘Lemon Drops’) perform a lively, and harmonious, spring duet.]




  White grape hyacinth (Muscari botryoides ‘album’) and dainty jonquils (Narcissus triandrus ‘Lemon Drops’) perform a lively, and harmonious, spring duet.




  [image: Come spring, not all surprises are welcome. A “tombstone” erected at the end of a brutal winter commemorates the dead in the Northport garden of Jean and Robert Rich.]
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  [image: A Christmas fern (Polystichum acrostichoides) unfurls its fiddlehead in early May.]




  A Christmas fern (Polystichum acrostichoides) unfurls its fiddlehead in early May.




  [image: It takes more than blackflies to deter spring shoppers in search of shade-tolerant plants in Swanville, at Fernwood Nursery and Gardens, famous for perennials perfectly suited to Maine’s challenging climate.]




  It takes more than blackflies to deter spring shoppers in search of shade-tolerant plants in Swanville, at Fernwood Nursery and Gardens, famous for perennials perfectly suited to Maine’s challenging climate.




  Hardiness is a relative term, Maine’s gardeners quickly learn. Those who purchase plants based solely on USDA zone information court disappointment. A glance at the USDA zone map shows why: Stress resulting from acid rain and other forms of pollution isn’t part of the picture; nor is the hardship caused by inadequate snow cover in winter. Without an insulating blanket of snow, perennials are far more vulnerable to temperature fluctuations, ice, disease, and winds that suck the moisture from plant tissues. Unprotected plants die when temperatures drop dramatically, causing ice crystals to form inside the plant’s cells, which then rupture. To mitigate the effects of a no-snow or low-snow winter, savvy gardeners top their plants with a thick layer of leaves or evergreen boughs in late autumn.




  These gardeners also know that when they plant can be as important as what they plant. Planting in July is seldom advised, because heat leads to stress, no matter how often a gardener waters. Spring planting is far better, giving perennials the best opportunity to settle in and put down healthy roots. Late-summer planting is another option—an especially seductive one, because prices at nurseries often drop in September. An early freeze can nullify any savings, however.




  [image: Open, sesame: Nursery-propagated Japanese Jack-in-the-pulpit (Arisaema sikokianum) came to America in the 1990s and now performs alongside its tuberous native cousin (A. triphyllum) in Maine’s woodland gardens. In early April, “Jack” (the snow-white spadix) emerges from his burgundy-tinged pulpit (the spathe), to great applause.]
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  [image: Fringed bleeding heart (Dicentra eximia), singled out for special merit by the Maine nursery industry, withstands temperatures as cold as –30 degrees F.]
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  [image: Its work complete, the seed coat of a butternut squash prepares to exit the scene. Just days ago, the coat concealed a primary root (the radicle), a shoot (the plumule), and the future plant’s first leaves (the cotyledons).]
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  [image: Nothing shouts “Spring is here!” quite like forsythia and narcissi. For the street side of her weathered fence, Robin Horty chose ‘Avalon’ large-cup daffodils, with sturdy stems and long-lasting flowers that hold up nicely in the vase as well as in the garden.]




  Nothing shouts “Spring is here!” quite like forsythia and narcissi. For the street side of her weathered fence, Robin Horty chose ‘Avalon’ large-cup daffodils, with sturdy stems and long-lasting flowers that hold up nicely in the vase as well as in the garden.




  For an “opening act” that extends from the jonquils of April to the rudbeckias of August, gardeners searching for the hardiest plants don’t just prowl local nurseries that raise their own stock, and they don’t just peer over fences. They canvass the woods for ideas and visit Maine’s botanical gardens and arboretums. Here they find ample suggestions for species that thrive without help from anyone. Purchased from reputable nurseries, native or naturalized ferns, primroses, and columbines are good choices. But even native plants aren’t foolproof. If the mercury falls precipitously, established plants growing in the wild will likely survive, but native plants propagated in a nursery and newly transplanted into gardens may not. And propagated plants are not inexpensive, owing to the time­consuming work involved. The window for taking cuttings is sometimes just a couple of weeks. Yet with each passing year, prices fall and selection expands—great news for gardeners, as well as for Maine’s native plants. They are thus less likely to be pilfered from the wild, a practice that has decimated populations of orchids, trilliums, and mosses.




  Although some gardeners admit to a certain defensive pessimism, refusing to purchase any plant that isn’t rated at least one zone colder than their own, other gardeners are constantly tempting fate. There are always microclimates, they reason, sheltered spots away from prevailing northeast winds. True, the lavender didn’t work along the front path, these undaunted gardeners muse philosophically. But what about that south-facing slope in the lee of the old stone wall? This is Maine, after all. Miracles happen.




  [image: The blossoms of Oriental poppies come “packed so closely that the fine silk of the petals is crushed into a million shapeless wrinkles,” John Ruskin wrote in 1888. “When the flower opens, it seems a deliverance from torture.”]
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  [image: In midspring, Iris ‘Honky Tonk Blues’, a white-washed medium blue, gets ready to show the world why it won the top prize for tall bearded iris in 1995.]




  In midspring, Iris ‘Honky Tonk Blues’, a white-washed medium blue, gets ready to show the world why it won the top prize for tall bearded iris in 1995.




  [image: A giant onion (Allium giganteum) sheds its filmy tunic in early summer. When fully open in another day or so, deep pink-to-purple floral globes will top stalks three to four feet tall.]




  A giant onion (Allium giganteum) sheds its filmy tunic in early summer. When fully open in another day or so, deep pink-to-purple floral globes will top stalks three to four feet tall.




  Casting Call




  Maine’s botanical gardens and arboretums offer ideal venues for observing plants in action before you buy. On-site horticulturists and garden staff can often answer questions about unfamiliar species and provide insight regarding what works—and what doesn’t—in the Pine Tree State. (All area codes are 207.)




  Asticou Azalea Garden, Routes 198 & 3 (Peabody Drive), Northeast Harbor; 276-5130 (www.acadiamagic.com)




  Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens, Barters Island Road, Boothbay; 633-4333 (www.cmbg@mainegardens.org)




  Lyle E. Littlefield Trial Gardens, University of Maine, Orono; 581–2918 (www.umaine.edu/hc/ornamental.htm)




  McLaughlin Garden and Horticultural Center, 97 Main Street, South Paris; 743-8820 (www.mclaughlingarden.org)




  Merryspring Nature Center, Conway Road, Camden; 236-2239 (www.merryspring.org)




  Pine Tree State Arboretum, 153 Hospital Street (Route 9), Augusta; 621–0031 (www.pinetreestatearboretum.org)




  Thuya Garden, Route 3, Northeast Harbor; 276-5130 (www.acadiamagic.com)




  Wild Gardens of Acadia, off Route 3, Acadia National Park; 288-3338 (www.acadiamagic.com)




  [image: Initially delicate in appearance, drought­tolerant rudbeckia will dominate the summer scene in August.]
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Star Performers


  ——


  Plants that merit top billing





  


  





  In every garden, as on every stage, one performer often steals the show. Whether through color, habit, scent, or rarity, this show-off will upstage the other players and hold the attention of the audience. Some of these grandstanders do try to get along with the rest of the cast by not monopolizing too much of the gardener’s time (think of care-free lilacs, for example). Others, though, are genuine prima donnas (certain roses come to mind), demanding almost constant TLC. Not infrequently, gardeners give in to the “wow” factor and employ their favorite “stars” as focal points.




  Other times, a plant’s appeal is known only to the person who grows it. An unusual backstory (lady’s mantle certainly boasts one), personal associations (the peony we remember having flourished in our grandmother’s garden), or simple lust (the fifty-dollar daylily that’s just entered circulation) all determine which plants we just cannot live without.




  Lilacs link present to past, tying today’s landcapes to Maine’s earliest pleasure gardens. One whiff is all it takes to transport us back to a time when hard-to­come-by ornamental plants exuded luxury. Native to the Balkans, Syringa vulgaris crossed the Atlantic with European emigrants, who went to considerable trouble to bundle the bare-root plants in moistened burlap and pack them in trunks filled with straw or insulating sawdust. Throughout Maine, descendants of these early lilacs remain intact, even though the farmhouses they once graced may have vanished long ago.




  Today’s gardeners often site lilacs as their predecessors did, near doorways and windows, where in late May the fragrance of dense, abundant panicles can filter through every room in the house. But unlike nineteenth-century gardeners, to whom lilac meant purple, contemporary lovers of these long-lived shrubs can choose from countless colors and forms, from singles in shell pink and deep garnet to doubles in sky blue and creamy white. Some cultivars (‘Sensation’ among them) even flaunt petals edged in a contrasting color.




  Whereas Maine’s renowned antique lilacs often stand twenty feet tall, newer shrubs are considerably shorter and can be counted on to reach five feet in an equal number of years. They need full sun, excellent drainage, and grooming to remove dead wood after major winter storms.




  Peonies know how to make an entrance. In June, when the plump buds of herbaceous peonies erupt into fragrant powder puffs, ‘Sarah Bernhardt’ and her sisters stand alone. Along with tree peonies (with woody year-round stems) and intersectional peonies (the result of crossing tree peonies with herbaceous varieties), herbaceous peonies grab the spotlight in the late-spring garden. (Bonus: Because they die back completely in winter, herbaceous cultivars can be sited along driveways without fear of snowplow damage.) Blossoms can range from dainty singles to extravagant pompoms in creams, pinks, reds, golds, and bicolors. Best planted in autumn, peonies get off to a slow start (three years on average for herbaceous cultivars and five years for tree form). But patient gardeners—and their grandchildren and perhaps even their great-grandchildren—are often rewarded with decades of unrivaled loveliness.




  [image: Herbaceous peonies and dwarf lilacs pruned to form standards highlight a formal garden near Bangor. Bob Bangs, of Windswept Gardens, designed this June display.]




  Herbaceous peonies and dwarf lilacs pruned to form standards highlight a formal garden near Bangor. Bob Bangs, of Windswept Gardens, designed this June display.
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