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Foreword

There is a great secret those of us in Texas know, but others may not. Those not from our area think of beautiful gardens and Texas as contradictions. Although the natural beauty of our state and prairies, overflowing with wildflowers, is familiar to many, the magnificent landscapes of our botanical gardens, private homes, and estates often go unnoticed.

The gardening styles so popular elsewhere in the world seldom flourish in Texas without adaptations. But as with so many other things. Texans are ingenious as gardeners. Our own version of muted and soothing English-style cottage gardens, striking architectural Southwest landscapes, formal structured French gardens, and many others can be found throughout the state—all testaments to the resourcefulness of Texans.

A particular challenge to gardening in this great state is the lack of information tailored to us. Garden writing focused on the Northeast and Northwest does not apply to us, nor does Texas fit into the true Southern gardening information. As with so many other things, our state is unique. By necessity, Texas gardeners have learned to sieve kernels of information that apply to us from any source available. I am so delighted that the monumental effort of providing an informative work on perennials for Texas has been taken on by Alan Franz. I believe it will exist as a reference not only for us locally but also for gardeners who face similar plant selection and design problems across the nation.

Designing any garden, but especially a perennial border, is like conducting a great symphony. For harmony, one must orchestrate the design so certain flowers counterbalance each other during the season. This requires the conductor, or designer, to know his or her instruments, or plants, and when best to utilize them. In order for a perennial garden to look good all year, the designer must have an eye for design, an ability to mix colors, and the foresight to look into the future. This is no easy matter, especially with so little reference material available to beginning gardeners. This book is one step toward introducing the nation to the diversity of Texas gardens.

Perennial gardening has particular challenges, especially for Texans. We are blessed with a very long growing season, punctuated by occasional minor problems such as drought, flash floods, 100-degree-plus summer temperatures, and 50-degree overnight drops in temperature! We are a state of not only climatic but also geographic extremes. What other state can claim subtropical coasts, pine forests, majestic prairies, mountains, and desert areas? And, few others encompass as many USDA hardiness zones as Texas does: from 6a to 9b. What better place to explore all the possibilities of gardening?

If you can garden in Texas, you can garden almost anywhere. Texas is a unique area, and I’m glad that finally we have this book on perennials to call our own, a valuable resource for gardeners looking for the perfect perennial or design idea to bring harmony to their landscape.
 

MARY BRINEGAR

President

The Dallas Arboretum
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Photo 0.6
Two of the author’s favorites: purple coneflower, Echinacea purpurea, and liatris, Liatris spicata, line his walk in summer

A Note from the Author

A PLACE IN THE SUN

When I was about 10, I asked my parents for a piece of the garden that I could call my own.
Weeding the large vegetable patch and mowing the 3-acre yard on our Kansas farm was not enough. They gave me a 15 × 15 foot plot of land on the east side of the house. It was perfect. It was close to the water spigot, it got morning sun, and it was protected from summer and winter winds. It was my own place in the sun.

This was the moment I became a budding gardener. Since my funds were limited, I began digging up and dividing existing daylilies, phlox, peonies, and iris, which were growing freely about the yard. Any new plants had to be permanent to keep costs down, so I chose perennials over the more immediate gratification of showy annuals. The process of arranging the little garden patch began my passion, or obsession, with gardening and an eventual career as a landscape architect and garden designer. Despite hot, dry summers and bitterly cold winters, the perennials returned every year, bigger and more beautiful than the year before. A budding photographer as well, I burned many rolls of film on that patch.

Now that I have lived in Texas for almost half of my life, this is home. What I learned as a child became the building blocks to what I learned in my career and as a gardener. My patch of yard has gotten much bigger, and my enthusiasm has grown as well. I guess gardeners are dreamers. The garden is in a constant state of change, and we constantly dream about the possibilities to come. So I hope you enjoy dreaming and creating your own place in the sun.
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Photo 0.7
Lavender, iris, drumstick alliums, and English thyme spill over the author’s front walk in late spring.

Introduction

AN ENGLISH GARDEN GROWS IN TEXAS

When the woman who lived next door to me was moving away, she told me that she was going to miss my yard. The front walk from the curb to the front door is bordered by a bed of perennial plants that bloom continuously from March to November. The plants sprawl and creep over the sidewalk edges, supplying nectar for busy bees and butterflies. My neighbor enjoyed watching the ever-changing display from her front porch; she said that it reminded her of pictures she had seen of English gardens. That was the best compliment she could have given me. Never let anyone tell you that you cannot grow an English garden in your own front yard. You just have to do it with a Texas twist.

Many people think the extreme heat, shallow soils, humidity in East Texas, and dryness in West Texas make replicating perennial gardening impossible here in Texas. On the contrary, a wide variety of colorful and exciting plants thrive with a little planning and care. The winters tend to be mild, and the springs and autumns can be quite moist, giving us the advantage of using plants not found in other parts of the country. And, of course, most natives grow with little care. Think of the wildflowers that bloom in the ditches. Using the natives and other adaptable plants, you can create your dream garden.

The same basic principals of design—layout, form, and color—apply anywhere in the world. My goal for this book is to guide you in choosing the right materials for your yard here in Texas where the South, Southwest, and Great Plains converge, and to display the plants that work best. As a visual person, and an impatient one, I prefer plant books that are big on pictures and short on words. I want just the facts on what conditions the plants will need and what they will look like.

“Gardens are like people, each one has its own character and history, and I suppose one might go on describing them indefinitely arid still find something new to chronicle about each one.”

THEODORE THOMAS,
Our Mountain Garden

Although I write from my experiences here in North Texas, this book need not be limited to this area. Heat is heat whether you’re on the South Texas Coast or in the Panhandle. You must just choose plants that will survive harsher winters for the more northern regions. Likewise, plants that live in the red clays of East Texas may have problems with the alkalinity and dry soils of West Texas. Using the guides you should find this book helpful not only for Dallas/Ft. Worth, but for Houston, Lubbock, and everywhere in between.
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Photo 0.8
The author’s garden explodes with vibrant colors in summer.

I have learned about gardening by researching, by talking to experts, and most importantly, by experimenting. Not everything listed will automatically be a star in your yard because every site is different. Light and shade, exposure to winds and sun, and soil makeup all play a role in what will grow in your yard. When I moved across town, some of my favorites from the first house never took off, even though I provided comparable conditions. Gardening is not wallpaper you apply once and forget about it. It is a process.

Experiment in your own yard. Find out what thrives, blooms, and excites you in your own corner of paradise. Once established, perennial gardens require small amounts of care for the lasting return they provide. But be careful: You may get hooked. Once you get started, it’s hard to stop. You may find yourself sacrificing more plots of pristine emerald lawn for additional bands of rubies, sapphires, and golds. Never let anyone tell you that you can’t have an English garden in Texas. This is Texas after all, and we can do anything we want to. We just have to do it our own way.
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Photo 0.9
The author at Hidcoate Gardens, Glostchestershire, England
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Photo 1.1

Chapter One

GETTING STARTED:
PLANNING A PERENNIAL GARDEN

If you are planting a perennial garden for the first time, you may need a little help getting started. How should you start? What should you plant? When should you plant? Developing a plan will ultimately give you a garden that is beautiful as well as easy to maintain. It can be an exciting process as you anticipate the possibilities.

The first section of this book, chapters 1 through 4, establishes the site guidelines that will help you plan a perennial garden: soils and site, design and layout, background and structure, and maintenance and care. Being familiar with all of these conditions will give you a solid starting point for laying out new beds and choosing the right plants and will ultimately save you time and money.

The second section, chapters 6 through 12, deals with the specific elements that make up a perennial garden: color, texture and form, sun and shade, wet and dry sites, the five senses, wildlife, and the five seasons. Understanding these elements not only helps you design your garden, but also allows you to set the tone or mood for your personal piece of Texas. Once you have determined the conditions of the site and the elements of design that will control the look of your garden, you can choose the specific plants you need. This section also lists plants associated with each of the design elements that make up a garden.

“Gardening is a language with vocabulary, syntax, and above all punctuation. We often find that architecture provides the pause, the comma, that a garden needs amongst long paragraphs of plants. . . .”

JULIAN AND ISABEL BANNERMAN

The third section, chapters 13 through 15, gives descriptions of the perennials and the companion plants listed in the previous section. These detailed descriptions will aid you in choosing the right plants based on their requirements and compatibility with other plants.
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Photo 1.2
Pincushion flower detail, Scabiosa caucasica ‘Butterfly Blue’

SELECTING THE SITE

The particular site where you want to plant your perennial garden has an enormous effect on what you plant. Every little space in the garden has its own microenvironment of conditions. Beds on the north side of the house or under trees need shade-tolerant plants. On the other hand, beds in full sun or on the south or west side of the house that are fully exposed need plants that will thrive in sunny, hot conditions. In large cities, the winter temperatures tend to be a bit warmer than those out in the countryside. Fences, hedges, and buildings also protect plants from dry, hot, southern winds in summer and from cold, northern winds in winter. And, if the lowest part of your yard allows water to stand after it rains, it will require raised beds or plant species that tolerate wet soils.

Take a long look at the area you want to plant before you begin. If you already know what kind of plants you want but have no particular spot in mind, determine the best conditions for your chosen plants and then find the location with those conditions in your garden.
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Photo 1.3
Section showing mounded landscape bed with a low wall

CREATING A NEW BED

When creating a new bed, you will need to find out what your soil type and acidity/alkalinity levels are. This will help you determine what kind of amendments you should add to improve the soil. Always provide a bed that is high in organic matter and drains well. In poor soils, the new soil level should be higher than the existing level of the yard, unless you are using plants that prefer boggy conditions. Either mound the beds or build them up using a low wall (12 inches to 18 inches), as shown on the sketch, to accomplish this. The wall can be built out of timbers, stone, brick, or pavers, as long as it retains the soil. Choose what looks best in your garden.

First remove any existing grass, plants, or stones. Then, spade up the soil to at least 6 inches deep. If the soil is very poor, you may want to remove some of it. Add plenty of amendments and mix with existing soil. Mix in fertilizers as well. Push it down firmly to remove air pockets, but never compact it heavily.
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Photo 1.4
Section showing mounded landscape bed with no wall

PREPARING THE SOIL

If you take nothing else away from this book, know this: good soil is the most important key to successful gardening. The best soil for growing plants is loamy, deep, and neutral to slightly acidic. Because most soils in Texas do not have these qualities, you must know your soil and prepare it well. Good soil preparation will give your plants a better chance of survival by increasing growth and vigor, which ultimately helps them fight off diseases and pests. Good soils retain moisture when needed but drain off excess moisture easily, and they provide ample nutrients for growth.

If you don’t know what your soil type is, for a nominal cost, you can have samples tested by a local nursery or agricultural extension service. Larger cities will have labs that do this testing for engineers and architects. The test will tell you the pH level and the type of soil.

SOIL TYPES

You’ll need to know some basics about soil and soil types.

pH: The pH level tells you if the soil is acidic (below 7.0), neutral (7.0), or alkaline (above 7.0). Typically the best soils for growing plants are close to neutral or lower. Soils that are too alkaline are high in salts and low in iron, which is essential for healthy, green color in plants. Plants that are low in iron usually grow and bloom poorly and are susceptible to disease. Soil can be enhanced by the additions of peat moss, acidic soil amendments, and acidifiers. However, many plants native or adaptable to Texas grow naturally in alkaline soils and do not need amendments to alter the pH levels. East Texas naturally has acidic soils. If your soil is too acidic for your garden, you can add lime to help neutralize it.

Loam: Loam is the optimal type of soil. It is deep and rich with organic matter and may have a combination of clay and sand in it. Organic matter holds in moisture and is rich in nutrients. Loamy soils do not compact tightly, so they drain well. You will not find deep loamy soils regularly in Texas.

Clay: Clay soils have particles that are very small, which pack together so tightly they do not drain. Poor drainage can lead to poor plant health and disease problems. Clay soils tend to be low in nutrients, as well. Many plants will simply not grow if the soil has too much clay. Mix in plenty of organic matter and sand to increase the drainage of the soil.

Sand and Gravel: Sandy and gravely soils have large particles. They drain extremely well but do not hold moisture or nutrients. If you have sandy soil, add large amounts of organic matter and loam to increase moisture retention.

SOIL AMENDMENTS AND FERTILIZERS

A variety of effective amendments and fertilizers exist, including the following major ones.

Earthworm Castings: Earthworms are nature’s soil conditioners. They digest the particles in the ground and aerate the soil. Their leftovers are high in nutrients and organic matter that is perfect for plants to absorb. Mix liberal amounts into your beds: they will not burn the plants like excessive chemical fertilizers can.

Greensand: Greensand is a natural rock powder that helps provide major trace elements and minerals for the plants, like vitamins do for people. It also aids in conducting moisture and exchanging nutrients, as well as loosening heavy, clay soils.

Lava Sand: Lava sand is similar to Greensand and is probably the best amendment for providing elements and minerals.

Lime: Lime is very alkaline, so add it only to soils that are extremely acidic and need to be neutralized.
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Photo 1.5

Organic Fertilizers: Organic fertilizers are usually forms of decomposed cow, sheep, or poultry manure. Fish emulsion, made up of fish by-products, is also a common organic fertilizer. Since these animals eat plant material, their wastes are high in nitrogen and full of the minerals that are valuable to plants. They provide a well-rounded supply of all the nutrients your plants need, and they will be better for your plants in the long run than heavy chemicals will be.

Organic Matter/Humus: Organic matter and humus can include anything that was once alive and has now decomposed. The most common is compost, which you can make yourself from yard clippings, leaves, and raw vegetable food scraps. Soil conditioners with humus, manure, and composts are available at nurseries and garden centers. Mix large amounts of organic matter into your beds. They provide nutrients and air to the plants while both loosening clay soils and retaining moisture in sandy soils. Composted pecan leftovers are used as another common, available amendment. Peat moss is commonly used to provide acidity for azaleas, but it is expensive and has little nutrient value. Organic matter and humus produced from local materials are the best option for returning local minerals to your soil.

Sulfur: Sulfur products are added to soil to make it less alkaline. High alkalinity prevents many plants from absorbing minerals. In turn, the plants get chlorotic, or are weak and have yellow foliage. Many evergreens living in alkaline soils need additional sulfur to stay healthy.

PLANTING AND MULCHING

Once you have analyzed your soil and prepared a bed, you can plant. If you are planting in fall or winter, start with spring bulbs. They will emerge and bloom before most perennials start to leaf out in the spring. Plant your perennials from seeds or from growing pots. Plants that are already growing will develop and bloom faster. Many perennials will not bloom their first season if planted from seed. Some perennials, such as irises and peonies, may take several years from the time they are planted before they bloom heavily.

Plant so the crown where the foliage meets the roots is level with the soil. Planting too deep can suffocate the plant, and planting too shallow may cause the plant to dry out quickly. Press out any pockets of air around the plant and water thoroughly.


SOAPBOX ALERT

Use organic solutions whenever possible. Heavy chemicals for fungicides, fertilizers, and of course pesticides not only kill the problem pests but hurt the beneficial animals in the garden—the bees, butterflies, earthworms, lizards, birds, toads, and ladybugs. Remember, they all lived here long before we took over. Besides, who knows what effect these chemicals will have on us in the long run? Use preventive cures like good soil amendments to hold off the problems. They are not invasive to the environment, and they prevent problems with disease and pests in the future. Chemical fertilizers are high in salts, which are not good for the plants. These same chemicals also tend to give the plants too much food at once, causing them to grow too fast, in turn making them more susceptible to disease and insects. If you must use chemical fertilizers, use slow, time-released types.



After planting, add a layer of mulch. A 2-inch-thick layer is usually best, but be careful not to suffocate the plants. Keep the level low at the base of most plants to prevent fungus problems.

Always add mulch to the top of your beds once they have been planted. Mulches hold in moisture, block weeds, and insulate the soil from extreme temperatures. As they decay, they add organic matter to the soil. Replace mulch in your bed one to two times a year. The type of mulch you choose depends on the region where you live. In most of Texas, hardwood mulch, such as shredded pine, cypress, or cedar mulch works well. Avoid using the large nuggets because they don’t break down as well, and they allow too much evaporation. Cedar mulch also has the advantage of repelling insects. In East Texas, pine straw is readily available and provides an acidic mulch. In the deserts of far West Texas, gravel and decomposed granite may be the best option because hardwood mulches will simply dry out too easily, and then blow away.
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Photo 1.6
Texas Hill Country near Austin

THE REGIONS OF TEXAS

Since Texas is a large state, the soils and climatic conditions vary widely from region to region. Texas is comprised of roughly seven different zones that range from the Piney Woods of East Texas, where the rainfall is high and the soils are acidic, to the Trans-Pecos highlands of far West Texas, where rainfall is low and the soils are alkaline. Understanding what region you live in is important to understanding which plants grow best based on general soil types, moisture levels, humidity levels, and hot and cold temperatures. The seven basic regions are as follows.
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Photo 1.7
Limestone outcrops typical of the Black Land Prairie
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Photo 1.8
Piney Woods of East Texas

PINEY WOODS

The Piney Woods encompasses the eastern part of the state and includes the cities of Tyler, Texarkana, Houston, Longview. Palestine, and Beaumont. This area is part of the great pine forests of the southeastern United States. Pine and oak woods, with natural bogs and wetlands, typify this area. The rainfall and humidity levels here are the highest in the state, making it the most conducive area for growing a wide array of plants. The soils, as a rule, are red sandy-clay or silty sand and acidic.

PRAIRIES AND CROSS TIMBERS

The Black Land Prairies and the Cross Timbers include the cities of and areas surrounding Dallas/Ft. Worth, Waco, and Bryan/College Station as well as the areas encompassing the very southern regions of what was once the Great Plains. The majority of this area is the Black Land Prairies, which have dark, shallow, heavy clay layers on top of limestone bedrock. The soil tends to be quite alkaline and sticky. The Cross Timbers areas are fingers that run through the region typified by dry, sandy, slightly acidic soils once dominated by sporadic post oak woods. The rainfall in these Cross Timbers is moderate, with heavy periods of rain in spring and fall and dry spells in summer. Winter temperatures are fairly moderate with sudden dips into the 20s and even lower.

HILL COUNTRY

The Hill Country includes the rolling rugged landscape from San Antonio and Austin west to the Edwards Plateau, which extends farther west to the Pecos River and includes San Angelo. The Hill Country is the beloved heart of Texas with shallow, alkaline, clay soils on top of rolling limestone hills. Lady Bird Johnson has immortalized this area and its wildflowers. The rainfall here is moderate, and the summers are hot. The Edwards Plateau is drier, with colder winters, and its soil tends to be sandy and neutral to alkaline, with pockets of woodlands, such as those found in Lost Maples State Park.
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Photo 1.9
Regions of Texas
 
1. Piney Woods
2. Prairies and Cross Timers
3. Hill Country
4. High Plains Country
5. Trans-Pecos
6. Gulf Coast & South Texas Plains
7. Lower Rio Grande Valley

HIGH PLAINS COUNTRY

The High Plains Country encompasses the northwest part of Texas, which includes the High Plains of the Panhandle, Amarillo, and Lubbock, as well as the adjacent Rolling Red or West Texas Plains, which includes Midland/Odessa, Wichita Falls, and Abilene. Along with the Prairies and Cross Timbers of north central Texas, this area forms the southern base for the Great Plains. Since this area of the state is the highest in elevation, it is also the coldest. Hard freezes and snow are common in the Panhandle. Rainfall is moderate in the eastern portions of the High Plains Country and low in the western portions, where drought spells are also common. Summers here are hot and windy. The soils can range from clay to sandy and are generally neutral to alkaline.

TRANS-PECOS

The Trans-Pecos encompasses the westernmost part of the state including El Paso. North and east of El Paso is somewhat mountainous. The mountains receive some moderate rainfall in summer and have well-drained, alkaline soils of clay, sand, and gravel. To the southeast is the Chihuahuan Desert, the driest part of the state. The desert is extremely dry with alkaline soils; it does not rain enough to flush the salts out of the soil.

GULF COAST AND SOUTH TEXAS PLAINS

The Gulf Coast region extends from the Houston/Galveston area down along the coast and includes Corpus Christi. The South Texas Plains extend inward to the south end of San Antonio. The soils in the plains tend to be black, alkaline clay with alkaline sandy zones along the coast. The temperatures here in winter are buffered by the Gulf and are very moderate. Semitropical plants can be grown here. The rainfall is moderate to low in the western portions of this area.

LOWER RIO GRANDE VALLEY

The Lower Rio Grande Valley encompasses the southern tip of Texas including Brownsville. Winter temperatures here are very moderate, and subtropical plants can be grown easily. However, rainfall is low, and the natural landscape is quite arid. Soils are alkaline clay that is poorly drained.

HARDINESS AND CLIMATIC ZONES

The country has been divided into hardiness zones by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA). There are two different types of zones: Cold Hardiness zones and Heat Hardiness zones.
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Photo 1.10
USDA Hardiness Zone Map

Temperatures are average minimums listed in Fahrenheit
     Zone 6a: −5 to −10
     Zone 6b: 0 to –5
     Zone 7a: 0 to 5
     Zone 7b: 5 to 10
     Zone 8a: 10 to 15
     Zone 8b: 15 to 20
     Zone 9a: 20 to 25
     Zone 9b: 25 to 30
     Zone 10a: 30 to 35
     Zone 10b: 35 to 40

Cold hardiness is determined by the average low temperatures in winter. The cold hardiness zones in Texas range from zone 6 (−10° to 0°) to zone 9 (20° to 30°). The hardiness zones are listed for all plants in the book.

Heat Hardiness zones refer to the average number of days an area experiences temperatures above 86 degrees. Texas is generally found in zone 8 (90 to 120 days) to zone 11 (180 to 210 days). This is a relatively new classification and not available for many plants. However, most plants listed in this book are tolerant of Texas heat.

SUMMARY

Once you have located a site for your new bed, familiarized yourself with your soil types, regional influences, and hardiness, and you have determined what types of amendments you must add to the soil, you can begin putting in your perennial garden. This step is important in achieving a beautiful and healthy perennial garden. If you do not think of planning as the fun part of gardening, think of it as the most worthwhile. Just as every beautiful house starts with a good foundation of stone or concrete, a beautiful garden starts with a good foundation of location and soil.
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Photo 2.1
Long perennial border, Dunbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C.

Chapter Two

STYLE: DESIGN AND LAYOUT

When deciding on a design for your perennial garden, start by examining the various styles of perennial gardens commonly used in landscape design. Just as light, soil moisture, exposures, and colors are significant, the style of your garden is an important element that must be considered before you begin.

Certain factors already exist on the site, like mature trees, size and shape of the yard, and the style of your house, that will help you determine your garden style. For example, if you have a naturally wooded, shady site with lots of trees, you won’t want to impose a rigid geometric shape through the existing, random tree pattern.

Likewise, the character of the house and other buildings may dictate the style of garden you choose. A very formal, symmetrical house may be complemented by a formal symmetrical garden. In such a situation, if your yard is large enough, you may choose formality at the base of the house, then loosen up as you progress outward to more casual areas of the yard. On the other hand, a quaint cottage house suggests a cottage garden approach. And a sprawling, ranch-style house invites an informal garden layout, either with straight lines or curving shapes.

“Nothing is more completely the child of Art than a Garden.”

SIR WALTER SCOTT

Finally, the shape of the yard may suggest a style of garden. For example, a long narrow yard sets up the geometry for a traditional border garden that follows a walk, fence, or hedge.
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Photo 2.2
Plan of small formal knot garden
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Photo 2.3
Dunbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C.
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Photo 2.4
Dunbarton Oaks, Washington, D.C.
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Photo 2.5
Formal Garden at Hampton Court in England

THE FORMAL GARDEN: SYMMETRY AND KNOTTY-NESS

The garden designers of the early Italian Renaissance used intricate, formal, symmetrical designs to reflect the rebirth of interest in classical architecture. Rather than colorful herbaceous plants, they used clipped evergreens like boxwood and yew, in conjunction with water features, colored gravel, and statuary. The intricate patterns of the gardens increased with the size and scope of the palaces, and by the fifteenth century, gardens such as those at Versailles in France featured huge panels of carefully controlled plantings. This style eventually found its way to England and the New World, but in a scaled-down, human size that also employed colorful flowers. The Pioneers who settled North America applied the geometric patterns to their herb and vegetable gardens; this influence is still seen in modern formal gardens.
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Photo 2.6
Formal Knot Garden at the Dallas Arboretum and Botanical Gardens
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Photo 2.7
Formal garden plan

The basic elements of a formal garden include a symmetrical design, employing cross axials and centralized focal points. Evergreen hedges, stonewalls, and iron borders provide a skeleton for the free flowing form of perennial and annual plants. Stoneware, sundials, benches, planters, and sculptures act as focal points for symmetrical views. The use of a formal structure can be employed as the overall design in a garden adjacent to a formal house, or in a small, separate garden room.
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Photo 2.8
Informal Garden at the Dallas Arboretum and Botanical Gardens designed with curvilinear beds
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Photo 2.9
Informal garden plan

INFORMALITY: SHIFTING VIEWS

After the Renaissance peaked in England, pervasive styles of both architecture and landscape design began to change, and formality was no longer the rage. Garden designers took their cue from Asian gardens and the Romantic artists of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, who painted broad landscapes depicting wild countryside scenes and the rural life of the gentry. The gardens featured a series of continually changing views, unfolding with mystery and surprise as one strolled the paths. The merging of the Japanese style with the Romantic Landscape movement resulted in the zenith of the English Landscape School. Designers ripped out the formal gardens, carved out lakes and ponds, and surrounded them with wild woodlands, sheep meadows, curving paths, and classical buildings made to be viewed from various vantage points. This style has prevailed in some form until the present time. New York’s Central Park is a good example.
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Photo 2.10
Informal Garden at Longwood Gardens in Kennett Square, Pennsylvania

Because most gardeners do not have fifty extra acres to put in a reflecting pond large enough for boating or a meadow complete with happily grazing sheep, they must use a style with scaled-down elements. Loose, flowing garden shapes and informal paths have been adapted to the more casual ranch-style houses popular in suburban America in the last half of the twentieth century. Whether the lines are curving or straight, views can change and be framed. Landscape beds can complement the natural slopes and tree patterns of an existing site. Objects in the landscape have also been scaled down; Roman temples and rowing ponds have become arbors and small gurgling fountains.

THE COTTAGE GARDEN: CHARM AND SIMPLICITY

The cottage garden and herbaceous borders grew out of the Arts and Crafts movements that hit England and the United States in the mid-1800s. The Arts and Crafts movement tried to counter the inhumanity of the Industrial Revolution by reconnecting art and architecture with the handmade artisans and craftsmen that were fading away. The architecture resulted in cottage houses in England and the bungalow style in the United States in the twentieth century. The gardens reflected the simplicity and old-fashioned nature of the architecture. Common plants like those that had been grown for generations and passed from neighbor to neighbor were used in simple, free flowing patterns. This garden style was in direct conflict with the Victorian gardens, which used many exotics and featured fussy, intricate beds and patterns. The new cottage gardens worked with nature while the Victorian counterparts controlled nature.

The modern cottage garden has retained simplicity and charm. It features a house or a building as a backdrop and is contained by walls, hedges, or fences. Usually a path leads visitors from the front gate to the front door of the house or some other destination. The path may be straight, curved, or broken, using irregular stones. Invariably the garden sprawls onto the path. Taller plants are placed along the back, with lower plants in front and along the paths. Vegetables, roses, annuals, vines, and other ornamental plants are mixed in with perennials to achieve a romantic effect. Flowers, colors, and butterflies flow into each other and across and over garden paths.

[image: image]

Photo 2.11
Cottage garden nearly hides this house
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Photo 2.12
Perennial border at Hampton Court in England

THE HERBACEOUS BORDER: COLOR AND DESIGN

What many gardeners think of as the zenith of perennial garden design came when Gertrude Jeckyll and others developed border gardens at the end of the nineteenth century. When Jeckyll, a floral painter and tapestry designer, began to lose her eyesight, she took up gardening and applied what she knew of color and design to long narrow beds, producing some of the most stunning gardens in history. She paid close attention to the details of the plants and worked them into seemingly random patterns and designs. Her repetition of color, texture, size, and scale all became important elements of the borders. The effect was much like an Impressionist painting where the color and light patterns define the bed. The gardens, even when not in bloom, were always given structure by elements like walls and hedges.

[image: image]

Photo 2.13
Perennial border plan
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Photo 2.14
Sculpture Gardens at the Chicago Art Institute uses perennials in a modern garden design

Even though the herbaceous border has become a staple of the British gardens, the same principles can be seen successfully transplanted anywhere. In Texas, foxglove and delphiniums can be replaced with drought-tolerant sages and yuccas. The effect is still that of a long tapestry full of colors, shapes, and textures.

A MODERN BORDER: BOLDNESS AND ART

With the informality of the twentieth century and the advent of modern architecture and art, forms were distilled to their essence in shape, color, and texture. While Mies van der Rohe created the glass box skyscraper, Piet Modrian painted simple geometric shapes that still evoke mood and composition, and Henry Moore turned the human body into graceful sweeping forms in bronze. Gardens have also been transformed into pieces of art by the use of earth shaped forms, rock sculptures, and bold colors.

Brazilian landscape architect, Roberto Burle Marx transformed landscapes with large, bold patterns of color and texture. Even as a setting for a sculpture garden, the landscape holds its own as a work of art.

In the perennial garden, artiness can be applied in large bold sweeps of color and form, whether soft or geometric. Wolfgang Oehme and James van Sweden have made bold romantic gardens using the textures and colors of common grasses and perennials in both small-scale residences and large estates. They feature large sweeps of single types of plants. Likewise, the natural color combinations, sizes, and textures of plants can be combined to form intricate geometric patterns. The garden makes a wonderful setting for
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