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Introduction

Gardening is an ever-evolving relationship, making it both immediately gratifying and a source of long-term awe and enjoyment.

Those bulbs you planted in the brisk days of fall emerge once the ground thaws in spring and continue to do so year after year. A thicket of scrawny saplings grows into sturdy trees, casting shade, sporting blossoms, or yielding fruit (or all of the above). Nursery-bought perennials and shrubs settle in, take root, and become big and bountiful. Tiny seeds sprout, send up shoots, and provide delicious sustenance or showy flower heads. It all unfolds gradually, and there’s great pleasure in checking on each plant’s progress.

Or as celebrated British horticulturist and garden designer Gertrude Jekyll sums it up: “A garden is a grand teacher. It teaches patience and careful watchfulness; it teaches industry and thrift; above all it teaches entire trust.”

This book is designed in that same spirit, offering encouragement, hands-on instruction, helpful tips and techniques, and inspiring glossaries and photographs. As a trusted guide, it provides lessons for every stage of your gardening journey—from idea to implementation to iterative delight. Hence, the organizational structure of the sections and chapters.

Gardening Basics, which could also be called Getting Started, begins with planning considerations, namely your garden zone and foundational elements such as soil, sunlight, and rainfall. “Right plant, right place” is a worthy mantra to remember. A concise yet comprehensive plant primer explains flowers (annuals vs. perennials and biennials), climbers, ground covers, and other categories, with an emphasis on native plants. Stocking up on supplies, composting, and gardening methods are also covered.

The next section focuses on design principles, including choosing the palette and planting for year-round interest and common garden types—border, perennial, cottage, habitat, shade, rose, container, vegetable, cutting-flower, and xeriscape (for drought-prone areas). A section on preparing and planting discusses the importance of amending the soil, buying plants, and following planting guidelines (including layering bulbs for maximum effect). Jekyll’s “industry and thrift” comes into play with a discussion of propagating as a way to grow plants economically and efficiently, whether from saved seeds, divisions, or cuttings. Think of it as “shopping” your garden! Finally, a section on nurturing and maintaining ensures your plants thrive via careful watering, fertilizing, and controlling weeds, disease, and pests, along with winterizing in cold climates.

An entire part is devoted to Trees and Shrubs, approaching these two garden mainstays with the deference they deserve—both as the “backbones” of the landscape and for their critical roles in helping the environment and supporting wildlife. Here, you’ll get time-tested guidance for selecting specimens based on site conditions, function, and visual interest; planting for long-term success; and pruning to improve the plants’ health, flowering, or appearance.

Third in line is Specialty Gardens, which delves into nine examples, with tips for glossaries illuminating favored plants—including cutting roses for a Rose Garden, hostas for a Shade Garden, and plants with different blooming times for a White Garden. Step-by-step how-tos for hanging baskets and climbing hydrangeas round out the pages.

Finally, Grow Your Own spans vegetable gardens, berry patches, and fruit trees to produce homegrown crops, walking you through site selection, plot design, and maintenance. Handy charts provide at-a-glance instruction for planning a steady harvest and timing your plantings based on vegetables’ ideal temperature ranges. Oh, and For the Love of Tomatoes shows you how to reap this summer favorite in spades—and make the most of a bountiful yield, with separate sidebars on pickling and making jam to preserve flavor long after summer fades. Greenhouses, cold frames, and hoop houses are other ways to extend the season. There are even tips on raising backyard chickens, who will welcome all your scraps and excesses!

And should you be dreaming of an endless supply of blooms for indoor bouquets, this section culminates with a deep dive into creating a cutting-flower garden, complete with stunning spotlights on dahlias, peonies, and lilies, with a primer on flower arranging.



“The love of gardening is a seed that once sown never dies, but always grows and grows to an enduring and ever-increasing source of happiness.”

—GERTRUDE JEKYLL



No matter your motivation for gardening—be it to reconnect with nature and the land, beautify your landscape and boost your curb appeal, provide food and habitat for your local wildlife population, help save the planet, or live more sustainably by producing your own food—this book will be your trusted companion throughout the journey, year in and year out.




1

Gardening Basics
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A thriving garden cannot be rushed. Careful planning and patience are prerequisites, as is gaining familiarity with the components of a vigorous ecosystem that will support the plants (and local wildlife) and satisfy your aesthetic goals. Learning the basics is where every gardening journey begins, and a natural launch for this manual. The starting point is, of course, the soil—the bedrock of the landscape. Knowing how to nurture it for optimal fertility will serve you well, as will appreciating the different types of plants and gardening methods. This running-up stage is ripe with discovery as you explore the flowers, foliage, trees, and shrubs to plant in your own yard. And understanding design tenets will allow you to create a harmonious, year-round display.




Planning
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Gardens serve many purposes, so start with this helpful prompt: What do you hope to achieve? A beautiful, serene vista outside your kitchen window? Or are you motivated by sustainability concerns in converting patches of high-maintenance lawn? Perhaps your top priority is supporting your local wildlife. Many people may check “all of the above”—because a garden can be many things at once.

Whatever the answer, a little planning will ensure you end up with the garden of your dreams. It’s one thing to fall in love with a tree, shrub, or flower, and quite another to figure out whether it will fail to thrive in a particular spot—or thrive too well and take over.

Of course, it’s your garden, so you should grow what makes you happy. Don’t overthink it, but do try to stay away from invasives in favor of native plants that help promote a more sustainable environment.



“Go to nurseries and find something you love, and just start digging and planting. You’re bound to make mistakes—I make lots—but you’ll learn from them, and you can always dig up a plant and try again.”
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Laying the foundation

Follow the mantra: Right plant, right place. This commonsense advice originated from English gardener and garden designer Beth Chatto, who suggested gardeners look to their environment first and then to match plants to the conditions. Some extraordinary plant is bound to grow in practically every part of your landscape. An optimal growing environment is a blend of temperature, moisture, nutrients, and sunlight. The following groundwork takes away the guesswork.

Know your garden zone

Every gardener’s go-to guide, the Plant Hardiness Zone Map by the United States Department of Agriculture (USDA), divides the country into 13 zones based on average winter temperatures and frost dates, with each zone representing a 10°F temperature change and further subzones with 5°F ranges.

Recognizing the overall warming of the country due to climate change, the USDA released an updated version in November 2023, the first such update since 2012. The 2023 map is based on 30-year averages of the lowest annual winter temperatures at specific locations. You can search the map by zip code online (see Helpful Online Resources).

Plant labels, seed packets, and gardening catalogs always reference which zones a plant is deemed to be “hardy” in, meaning it will survive local winters. When shopping online, you can often filter your search by your particular zone. Note that a plant described as “hardy to” zone 6 or zone 5, for example, will generally survive in zones with higher numbers, too.

Think of the zone map as a guardrail rather than a roadblock—you can still have a favorite tropical shrub or ornamental tree that’s not hardy for your zone, though you may want to experiment with only one or two. Growing from seed, bulbs, or cuttings (say, from a friend or neighbor) is a low-cost way to incorporate showy specimens into your landscape.
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Helpful Online Resources

Here’s where you’ll find the sources mentioned below.

USDA Plant Hardiness Zone Map

planthardiness.ars.usda.gov

Environmental Protection Agency Ecoregions

epa.gov/eco-research/ecoregions-north-america

National Wildlife Federation Native Plant Finder

nwf.org/Garden-for-Wildlife/About/Native-Plants/keystone-plants-by-ecoregion

nwf.org/nativeplantfinder

Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation Native Plants Lists

xerces.org/publications/plant-lists

National Audubon Society Native Plants Lists

audubon.org/native-plants






Growing Native Plants

Native plants are the heart of a healthy ecosytem, removing carbon from the air, providing shelter and food for wildlife, and promoting biodiversity.

A plant that is native to an area grows there naturally, without any cultivation. It is also cold-hardy for the area, though that same plant is not necessarily cold-hardy in other areas within the same zone or region where it is not native. Picture the vastly different natural landscapes in Utah and Kentucky (both in zones 5–7) or Montana and Maine (zones 2–5)—or even a rural, inland county versus coastal towns in South Carolina (zones 8–9). Numerous studies have shown that native plants support more species and larger numbers of bees than non-native plants, too.

When growing native plants and supporting pollinators, look past hardiness zones to your particular “ecoregion,” according to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA; see Helpful Online Resources). Specifically, you can learn about “keystone” plants—the top native plants used by pollinating butterfly and bee species, without which the ecosystem and wildlife would suffer.

North America has been divided into 15 broad “level I” ecological regions with 50 level II and 182 level III ecological areas. The ecoregion maps can be hard to decipher—instead, focus on keystone plants for each level I ecoregion on the National Wildlife Federation’s Native Plant Finder, which also lets you search by zip code. The Xerces Society for Invertebrate Conservation is another excellent resource, with convenient downloadable one-page plant lists, or you can search by zip code via the National Audubon Society. You can also consult your local nursery, botanical garden, or cooperative extension to learn about native plants that will thrive in your area.


Native Plants

Here is just a sampling of some native plants that thrive in Pennsylvania. Consult your local nursery to learn what will flourish in your garden.


	Rattlesnake master (Eryngium yuccifolium)

	Goldenrod (Solidago speciosa)

	‘Little Henry’ sweet coneflower (Rudbeckia subtomentosa ‘Little Henry’)

	Butterfly weed (Asclepias tuberosa)

	Hubricht’s bluestar (Amsonia hubrictii)

	Tennessee purple coneflower (Echinacea tennesseensis)

	‘Autumn Bride’ coral bells (Heuchera villosa ‘Autumn Bride’)

	Muhly grass (Muhlenbergia capillaris)

	Aster Spp.

	White snakeroot (Ageratina altissima)

	Blue wood aster (Aster cordifolius syn. symphyotrichum cordifolium)

	‘Proud Berry’ coralberry (Symphoricarpos orbiculatus ‘Proud Berry’)

	Joe-pye weed (Eupatorium dubium)
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Know your soil

First, it helps to know what soil is not—and that’s dirt, though it does contain dirt, which is basically broken-down rocks. Soil, on the other hand, is a living ecosystem teeming with friendly fungi, bacteria, microscopic roundworms (called nematodes), protozoa, earthworms, and tiny insects and mites (aka microarthropods). Together, these elements decompose organic matter and release nutrients. Armed with this intel, you can better appreciate how soil is the life force of any landscape—it grounds and nourishes plants and fends off pests and disease. Therefore, the health of your plants depends on the health of the soil they are inhabiting.

How can you tell if your soil is healthy? It is if your garden is lush and robust. It isn’t if you use synthetic fertilizers and pesticides, nor if your garden is riddled with weeds, pests, and failing plants. When plants have all the nutrients they need, they aren’t as susceptible to the usual nuisances. The good news: You can—and should—boost soil health with amendments, notably compost or other organic matter.

And a note of caution: When planting vegetables or other edibles in the ground, the general advice is to perform a special soil test for lead and other heavy metal contamination, especially if children might be exposed (including by helping out in the garden).

Besides general health, you’ll want to determine the following important soil traits.

COMPOSITION

The texture of soil is based on the proportion of three particles: sand, silt, and clay. And this composition determines how workable your soil will be, how it handles water and nutrients, and how well aerated it is—in other words, how fertile it will be.

A soil test will provide the most accurate profile, though you can also tell a lot with a simple hands-on approach: Dig up a little soil and then rub it in your hands. Since soil makeup can vary on a single property, you’ll want to do this for each bed or plot.


	Sandy soil, common in coastal regions, feels gritty and doesn’t hold together. While easy to dig and well drained, sandy soil requires more frequent feeding to maintain nutrients; it is also prone to weeds and an overrun of self-seeding plants.

	Chalky soil, which consists of limestone and is widespread in the Midwest, feels more like flour and is slightly moldable. It tends to be highly alkaline, prone to drought, and in a shallow layer atop solid rock.

	Clay soil is dense and clumps together; the higher the clay content, the more moldable it is, and the more fertile, too, because nutrients cling to clay particles. Drainage can be a problem, however, unless the soil is amended with organic matter.

	Loamy soil—the most desirable soil for the garden—has a nice balance of silt, sand, and clay, holding together when dampened but not in big clumps.



DRAINAGE

This is the soil’s ability to absorb moisture and let excess water drain away, which is critical for plants that don’t like to have “wet feet” (often indicated on the plant label).

How to test drainage:


	Dig a 12-inch-deep hole that’s about 12 inches wide.

	Fill it with water and allow the water to drain away.

	Soon after the hole has emptied, refill it, and this time note how long it takes to drain.

	Calculate the rate of drainage by dividing the total depth of the water (12 inches) by the total number of hours it took for the hole to empty.

	For a quicker alternative, measure the water level drop after 15 minutes, then multiply that number by four to determine the drainage rate.



Well-drained soil has an average rate of 1 inch of water lost per hour; this is the best medium for most garden plants.

Sharply drained soil dries out more quickly than 4 inches per hour; unless enriched with water-retaining compost, it is suitable mainly for drought-tolerant plants.

Poorly drained soil has a drainage rate that is markedly slower than an inch per hour; this will probably drown the roots of all but bog-loving plants.

PH LEVEL

Plants are generally divided into three types: those that thrive in acidic, alkaline, or neutral growing mediums. The pH levels of soil are measured on a scale of 0 to 14, with a pH of 7 considered neutral. As the number decreases to 0, the acidity in the soil gets higher; and as the number increases to 14, the soil gets more alkaline. Most plants require a pH level between 6 and 7.5, which is also the best pH range for earthworms and microorganisms.

The best way to determine your soil’s pH level is by conducting a soil test, preferably by sending a sample to your local cooperative extension (considered the most accurate method); some nurseries also provide this service, so be sure to ask. You can also use a simple at-home test, available at garden supply stores. Alternatively, a digital or analog soil pH meter, which provides an immediate reading, is another at-home option; these affordable tools are also reusable.

It’s a good idea to test different garden beds or areas of your yard, since the soil pH can vary. The pH level can also change over time, so you may want to retest it every two or three years, or if you notice plant failure in a particular spot. Do this at the same time each year, preferably in the fall or early spring before planting, when you have time to make the necessary amendments—or to choose plants that do well at that pH level.

Know the sunlight quotient

You can amend your soil, but you have less control over how much sun a location gets, so it’s a principal factor when matching a plant to each site.


	Full sun plants need at least six hours of direct sunlight daily. These do best on south- and west-facing sites, where they will get strong afternoon sun.

	Partial shade plants should get no more than three to four hours of direct sunlight; in general, morning sun is better than harsher afternoon sun—so put these on north- or east-facing sites. Or plant them where periods of direct sunlight alternate with periods of shade, or where the sunlight is filtered by a canopy of branches or a trellis overhead.

	Full shade plants mean just that—they thrive where the sunlight never penetrates, such as under shade trees or in the shade of dense evergreens or solid man-made structures, such as a high wall or a porch roof.



Know the rainfall

Choosing plants that will be satisfied with your area's rainfall will make gardening that much easier, economical, and eco-friendly—without the need for additional irrigation.

If you are in a particularly drought-prone area, choose native plants or check with your local extension agent to see if it has a list of suitable plants. Indeed, planting specifically to avoid watering out of environmental concerns is catching on across the country, particularly in the arid Southwest. As temperatures continue to rise and weather patterns become less predictable, implementing this practice is a good idea no matter your region. And if you live in an area with above-average rainfall, you’ll want to avoid plants like succulents and certain shrubs—such as Pieris, rhododendrons, and azaleas—that prefer drier soil, or put them in pots that you can move under cover as needed.

[image: ]
This Vermont garden was created in an area that was smothered with roses and brambles. For an easy design, it contains two sections: one for edibles and the other for flowers, which is further divided into four smaller rectangles separated by mown-grass paths. Fast-growing poplars block strong winds and make the garden feel more intimate; the thickly packed flower and shrub beds don’t need as much weeding as a more sparsely planted garden.

Roger Foley






Gardening methods

There’s no one-size-fits-all approach to gardening. The method you choose—in the ground, in raised beds, or in containers (i.e., pots)—depends on how large or small your yard is, or if you have no yard at all. You might also be swayed by the soil quality, climate, aesthetics, and your energy level, as well as what you’ll be growing and what your goals are. Each approach has pros and cons, but ultimately, it’s a matter of personal preference.

In-ground

Many gardeners appreciate how this maximizes growing areas—and are willing to do the proper prep work.

Pros


	It’s the most economical option, requiring nothing other than a spade and shovel.

	You can plant wherever you like—including on slopes and rocky areas where a raised bed wouldn’t work.

	This also lets you fill in spots in the landscape too small for a raised bed.



Cons


	You’re working with the soil you have, which may require testing and amending to become fertile. It can take years to regenerate unworked soil, if necessary.

	Ground-level soil is more prone to weeds, pests, critters, and poor drainage.

	It can also take longer for the soil to warm up in the spring if you live in a colder climate.




Tip

One way to get around these downsides is to create slightly raised rows where the planting soil is mounded a few inches higher than the surrounding soil level. This allows plants to develop deeper roots; raised rows also drain better.



Raised beds

If your yard has challenging conditions—hard or rocky soil, uneven terrain, limited space—raised beds are a convenient work-around.

Pros


	They offer more flexibility: You can plot them wherever you want, fill them with any blend of soil, and plant them more densely than a regular garden, which means fewer weeds.

	You can line them with hardware cloth to keep burrowing critters out.

	They have better drainage and deeper rooting for a higher yield.

	They warm up quickly in spring, so you can start growing earlier.

	You can also use row covers to extend the growing season in the fall.

	A raised garden bed is easier on the back and knees, and allows for a more accessible gardening experience for people with mobility issues. For example, wheelchair-accessible raised beds are available to purchase online.



Con


	Raised beds are more expensive to set up and fill, though there are affordable DIY kits and alternatives to cedar boxes (such as galvanized metal or resin). But after that up-front cost and occasional soil replenishment, the beds will pay you back with productivity.
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Containers

Many plants will do just fine (or even better) in a vessel as long as you provide them with the extra attention they need.

Pros


	No yard? You can grow flowers, vegetables, herbs, and even small trees in pots; they’ll be happy on a balcony or rooftop deck in the city.

	Container plants are also a nice way to “accessorize” a landscape teeming with in-ground or raised garden beds.

	You can use vessels of varying materials, textures, shapes, and heights to create an arresting display on a porch or patio.

	Containers can be moved easily, such as to provide the plants with the right amount of sun and shade or to shield them from a severe thunderstorm or heavy winds.

	Plants grown in containers also require much less weeding.

	Grown in pots, invasive plants are less likely to spread into unwanted areas or push out existing plants.

	Some plants—notably drought-tolerant geraniums, begonias, coleus, and succulents—can be easier to grow in containers than in the ground.



Cons


	The types of plants you can grow are limited; larger shrubs or trees will have root systems too large for pots.

	The high plant-to-soil ratio means more frequent watering and fertilizing.

	You’ll need to relocate some plants indoors if they are not hardy for your region.

	The cost of the vessels, potting soil and fertilizers, and plants can add up.




How to Build a Raised Bed

Whether you build a raised bed from a kit or from scratch, the following four steps will ensure that it will perform year after year.


	Size it: Scout out your yard and decide what you want to grow, then plot a bed where it will get the right light; for example, many vegetables and herbs need at least six hours of sun. The length of the box will depend on your space, but width is important: You want to be able to weed and reach plants without stepping in and crushing them or compacting the soil. Keep it under 2½ feet wide if it’s against a wall or fence, or 5 feet wide if you can reach in from both sides. Plan for each bed to be at least a foot deep.

	Frame it: Although raised beds can be constructed with stones, bricks, or other materials, wood planks are the most common material and the easiest for beginners. Choose untreated lumber, such as rot-resistant cedar, cypress, or black locust. Avoid pressure-treated boards, which have been preserved with chemicals that can leach into your soil—this is especially important if you plan to grow food.

	Line it: If your ground soil is healthy, leave it exposed. If you live in a city where soil contamination from lead or other chemicals is a concern, or want to plant on a patio or another concrete surface, staple heavy-duty landscape or weed-blocking fabric across the bottom of the bed before you place it. This water-permeable cloth holds off the bad stuff and keeps your soil from washing away. You can also choose a bed with legs that stands well above the ground, which makes working in it easier on the knees and back, too.

	Fill it: Pour a mixture of topsoil and compost into your box (ask an expert or consult your county’s cooperative exchange for advice on the right ratio), leaving about an inch of space below the top of the frame. A bed that is 6 feet by 4 feet and 13 inches deep, for instance, will need approximately 1 cubic yard of soil (for a handy calculator, go to gardeners.com). Remember to top off your beds every year with more soil and compost.








Plant primer

The plant world is vast and varied, so appreciating the different categories and their uses in the garden will allow you to create a robust, biodiverse environment outside your own back door. Peruse seed catalogs, browse local nurseries, stroll public gardens, and hike in woodland settings to see what strikes your fancy—and grows where you live.
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Flowers

Flowering plants can be divided into three categories based on their life cycle. Many gardeners prefer to have a mix of all three, with perennials as staples and annuals and biennials as intermittent enhancements.

ANNUALS

As their name suggests, these plants sprout from seed to plant to flower and back to seed in just one year, leaving only the seed to grow the next generation (which you can collect and sow in the spring).


	With their long flowering season, annuals are superb at garden edges, in bountiful containers, to fill in gaps between perennials, and for creating colorful groupings.

	Popular varieties include cosmos, zinnias, marigolds, petunias, pansies, fuchsia, geraniums, sunflowers, and calendula.



BIENNIALS

Biennials produce foliage in the first year, then require a cold dormant period before blossoming in the second, after which they die.


	Many vegetables, such as cabbage, beets, and chard, are actually biennials, as are showy flowers like foxgloves (shown above), hollyhocks, forget-me-nots, and sweet William.

	Plant these pollinator-friendly flowers as fillers while waiting for perennials to reach maturity. They also work at the garden’s edge along with annuals; taller varieties look great along a fence line.

	If you find one you like, plant new seeds each year to have a continuous resupply of foliage and flowers every season. (Or wait until they drop their seeds before removing spent plants.)

	For the best display, pinch off any buds that appear in the first season to encourage more volume in the second.




Deciduous vs. Evergreen

Perennial plants, shrubs, and trees fall into two main categories: deciduous, meaning their foliage dies at the end of the growing season, or evergreen, which is just that—their foliage retains its hue in winter.

Planting some of each is ideal so you have lush greenery when little else is on display and a riot of blooms during the growing season (deciduous plants, which go dormant to store up energy for next year’s buds, are the showy ones). Plus, the leaves of deciduous trees and some shrubs change color before falling, putting on a gorgeous spectacle in autumn.




PERENNIALS

Like annuals, these plants also go from seed to seed each year, but perennials come back again and again for decades or much longer.


	Herbaceous types die back to the underground roots at the end of each growing season and put out new growth in the spring.

	Evergreens retain foliage throughout the year, as do some other perennials grown in warmer climates.

	Because of their long life cycles, these are staple plants against which you can plan annuals and biennials and should form the backbone of your garden designs.

	Of the countless varieties are peonies, anemones, asters, astilbe, daisies, salvia, nepeta (catmint), delphiniums, hellebores, rudbeckias, echinacea, lilies, hostas, yarrow, bleeding hearts, and sedum (shown below).
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	Note that certain “tender perennials” are grown as annuals in colder regions. Most, like dahlias, begonias, calla lilies, and caladiums, are grown from bulbs, tubers, or corms (see below).




All About Bulbs

Most flowers grow from seed, but there are many reasons to explore those that grow from bulbs—namely, their extraordinary beauty and diversity.

The term “bulb” encompasses a few non-seed-growing plants:


	true bulbs (daffodils, tulips), which look like onions

	corms (gladioli, crocuses), which are rounder than true bulbs with the same papery protective skin

	rhizomes (irises, canna lilies), which grow horizontally near the surface and produce a series of buds that develop into foliage and flower stems

	and the two categories of tubers—root tubers (dahlias) that look like large roots, and stem tubers (begonias), which are swollen underground stems similar to rhizomes



Choose wisely and you can plant bulbs that put on a dazzling show come spring, from the first appearance of snowdrops peeking up through the earth followed by crocuses, grape hyacinths (Muscari), fritillaries, daffodils, and, by spring’s end, tulips gracing your otherwise barren lawn. Indeed, drop-and-grow daffodils can be planted in the grass to transform your yard into a wildflower meadow. Alliums flower in early summer, while dahlias, agapanthus, canna and calla lilies, begonias, cyclamen, and ranunculus emerge later, when other flowers are on the wane, and can last until the first frost. They all make gorgeous cutting flowers, extending the season indoors and out.



Ornamental grasses

Comprising true grasses and grasslike sedges, ornamental grasses are a relatively easy-care way to weave interesting colors and wispy, billowy texture throughout your landscape, with some varieties soaring to well over six feet tall. They are especially popular in border gardens in combination with perennials and annuals.


	Choose among steely blue, dark red, and every shade of green foliage, as well as grasses that feature sprays of oat-colored, golden, or pink-tinged flowers in the summer (and a few types that put on a display from spring through fall).

	Though botanically different, sedges are grasslike plants that have true leaves (as opposed to hollow stems) and are often grouped with grasses at nurseries and in home gardens.

	Most ornamental grasses are perennials, though some live for only one growing season because of their natural growth habit or because they are not cold-hardy for the location.

	It’s worth buying perennials for year-round interest, with a mix of evergreens for color and deciduous types for eye-catching structure and seed heads.

	True grasses tend to prefer sunny sites with well-drained soil and are a good choice for areas with little rainfall, as established plants can be drought resistant.

	Sedges, on the other hand, grow anywhere—in wet or dry soil, sun or shade—and don’t tempt deer. Both do well in gravel gardens, too.

	The growth habits of grasses and sedges are either clumping, meaning they tend to be taller than their diameter and are good for filling in gaps, or spreading. Care must be taken when planting spreading grasses and sedges, which expand rapidly and may overtake desirable plantings.
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Grow-Anywhere Carex

The genus Carex, a member of the sedge family, has over 1,000 different species. These mop-tops are a gardener’s dream—they thrive in any kind of soil or sun and are vigorous and long-lived. There’s one for every situation; here are seven to choose from.


	Carex morrowii var. temnolepis ‘Silk Tassel’

	C. siderosticha ‘Variegata’

	C. laxiculmis

	C. oshimensis ‘Everillo’

	C. flacca (or C. glauca)

	C. conica ‘Snowline’

	C. oshimensis ‘Evergold’
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Ferns

Often called the fillers of the garden, ferns are non-flowering “vascular” plants that have roots, stems, and leaves (which in ferns are called fronds).


	Besides being among the oldest plant species, ferns are the second-most diverse type of vascular plant, with over 10,500 living species, including variegated options like the Boston (tiger) fern or the ‘Red Beauty’ Japanese painted fern, which sports silvery fronds and deep-burgundy stems and veins.

	Many ferns offer fragrance as well as good looks.

	Unlike flowering plants, ferns do not reproduce through seeds but asexually via spores, like mushrooms and other fungi, or as vegetative growth, with buds growing on fern fronds (similar to certain mosses).

	Some ferns (like ostrich fern and common horsetail) are creeping rhizomes with a single fern spreading to form large colonies. As with grasses, creeping ferns should be planted with care to avoid pushing out other plants.

	Deciduous ferns will lose their fronds in the fall; however, all ferns are perennials that will survive through winter, and creeping ferns send up new fiddleheads from the rhizomes in the soil come spring (note: not all are edible).

	Because they occur naturally on forest floors, ferns do best in moist soil and dappled shade, such as the open shade of mature trees or the north side of a house or wall—wherever you want to lend a woodland accent (and scent) to your environment.

	Be sure to leave them over the winter, too, as habitat and food for wildlife.



Succulents and cacti

The group of plants collectively known as succulents, which includes the cactus family, are prized for their exotic look and low-maintenance qualities. All are easy to grow—just give them plenty of bright light and very little water.


	Many people grow succulents (including cacti) as houseplants, but these drought-tolerant sun seekers also thrive outdoors, given the right conditions—and not just in the arid Southwest.

	They are like the camels of the plant world, storing water in their fleshy stems, roots, and leaves. In severe drought, the plants can shut down active growth and become dormant.

	Some succulents have spikes on the edges and tips of their leaves, which act as a defense against predators.

	Cacti differ from other succulents because they have pad-like buds, called areoles, out of which grow sharp spines. These spines detach easily, protecting the plant from harm. But because most cacti grow primarily in the desert, the main purpose of the spines is to collect and condense moisture, dripping it onto the ground for the roots to absorb.

	Succulents and cacti are available in a variety of exotic forms. Some succulents look like smooth stones, while others display perfect rosettes or resemble strings of bold, green beads. Still others—notably cacti, with their columnar shape and branching arms—are more architectural.

	The plants thrive in many climates, but gardeners across Texas, Arizona, New Mexico, Nevada, and southern Utah and California can grow them with abandon, both in the ground and in containers.

	If you live in colder regions, you may want to limit the plants to containers that can be brought inside during winter.



Climbers

Of the many reasons to grow climbing plants, their beauty is just the beginning. Growing vertically allows you to increase the number of plants without taking up space.


	You can use climbers to hide unsightly fences or other structures or enhance those you want to draw attention to, such as arbors, pergolas, stately trees, or stone walls. And there’s nothing more lovely than a plant covering the side of a house or scrambling up a brick chimney.

	Understanding how they climb—some wrap, some curl, and some adhere—will ensure you match the right plant with the proper support. For example, tomatoes and pole beans won’t naturally climb a lattice; morning glories and hops can’t grab onto a pole.



Ground covers

Whether you are looking for a sustainable, no-mow alternative to a grassy lawn or for plants that can grow on banks and slopes, ground covers can be a smart, easy-maintenance choice. Make that choices, as the wide variety spans herbaceous, woody, evergreen, deciduous, annual, perennial, and so forth.


	Basically, any plant that grows out rather than up qualifies as ground cover, and you can use it to provide year-round interest, whether in full sun or part or full shade.

	One of the best applications of ground covers is as “green mulch” to choke out weeds, protect the roots of neighboring plants from extreme weather conditions, and control soil erosion. In this vein, ground covers can yield long-term cost savings by replacing the need to purchase wood chips or other types of mulch as a top dressing in the spring and fall.

	Many types can withstand heavy foot traffic, too, making them great for filling in spaces around stepping stones or for flanking a walkway.

	Many creeping plants, such as thyme and phlox, are used for trailing over rock walls or blanketing the ground in a showy display of purple or white flowers each season (summer for thyme, early spring for phlox).

	Sweet woodruff is another flowering variety that sends up whorls of white blossoms in spring, while sapphire indigo clematis (named for the shade of its blooms) can be allowed to scramble sideways.

	Sedums and other succulents, such as hen and chickens, can thrive in drought-prone areas. Some low-lying grasses and sedges (such as carex) can also serve as ground covers.

	Moss is an especially low-maintenance grass alternative that can be trampled on, stays green all year long, and requires no weeding, watering, or fertilization.




Steppable Ground Covers

There are dozens of low ground covers and creeping perennials resilient enough to withstand being walked on—in fact, some thrive underfoot. Tucked around stones or pavers, these plants, which might get lost in a larger garden bed, become focal points, softening otherwise utilitarian spaces.


	Blue moneywort (Lindernia grandiflora)

	Cobweb houseleek (Sempervivum arachnoideum)

	Motley mazus (Mazus radicans)

	Woolly thyme (Thymus praecox ‘Pseudolanuginosus’)

	Mossy stonecrop (Sedum lydium)
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Shrubs

Rather than being a botanical classification, “shrub” is a general term for plants that have multiple stems and a spreading growth habit; they generally range from a mere foot (or less) to no more than 15 feet tall.


	How to differentiate shrubs and trees is a common question, so here’s a simplified answer: Trees have a single woody stem, from which branches grow to form a crown, whereas the branches of shrubs arise at ground level, forming a crown without a stem.

	Shrubs tend to be hardy plants that, once established, need little maintenance, though some benefit from regular pruning to keep their shape and promote blooming the next season (for flowering types).

	They can be employed in various forms and ways, such as an allée of boxwoods flanking a driveway or as a border for a perennial garden.

	Other flowering shrubs offer colorful blooms from the first days of spring (forsythia and lilac) right on through fall (hydrangea and double-blooming viburnum). In fact, they’re a great way to ensure you have blossoms before, during, and after perennials and annuals come and go—including in the midsummer lull.

	As with other plants, shrubs vary in their preference for sun, shade, pH level, and drainage, so be sure to read the label and choose the right shrub for a specific spot. For example, azaleas (shown below) prefer partial sun and acidic soil. Indeed, there’s a shrub for (almost) every site, especially if you are looking to fill an awkward gap in your existing gardens.
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	With that in mind, be sure to note the height and width of the mature plant as well as spacing recommendations—shrubs have vastly different spreading habits.
Keep ground-hugging shrubs (such as heather and creeping juniper) in mind for edging beds and borders.

Low-forming varieties (including some hydrangeas, dwarf fothergilla, and ‘Minuet’ weigela) bring midlevel height to gardens and soften a stand of taller shrubs or trees.

Columnar (fastigiate) shrubs that grow taller than wide (such as numerous cypress, sky pencil holly, or columnar yew) inject drama anywhere and always.


	For more information on shrubs, see Shrubs in part 2.



Trees

Trees are hard to resist, especially given their incredible variety. They can be tall and majestic or shorter in stature; have wide canopies for shade or a compact profile; boast smooth or exfoliating barks; and yield ornamental blossoms or edible fruit or nuts. Some sprout up quickly, while others take years to fully mature.

If you inherited established trees on your property, you no doubt appreciate their place of importance in the landscape. But even the most avid home gardeners shy away from the idea of adding new trees, citing the permanency, cost, and unfamiliarity with the upkeep.

Yet walk through any forest and marvel at how trees manage to thrive without human intervention. Indeed, taking the forest as inspiration, you don’t need to overthink things—just embrace trees’ graceful beauty and fortitude.


	That said, because of their long life cycle and large-scale stature, it’s important to pay attention to the potential size, shape, and color of each tree to avoid a mistake that might be hard to remedy.

	Beware of spreading root systems that can wreak havoc with driveways or structures. Same for branches that might end up breaking a window if too close during heavy winds.

	You can mine the diversity of trees for four-season foliage and flowers. Early ornamentals like magnolias, dogwoods, flowering cherries, pear, crab apples, and eastern redbuds usher in spring, while maples, ginkgoes, tupelos, crape myrtles, oaks, hawthorns, and so many more (including dogwoods) put on a kaleidoscopic display come fall.

	Evergreens aren’t the only option for winter interest; you can fully appreciate the sculptural beauty of a barren weeping cherry, Stewartia, paperbark maple, or birch tree’s branching structure and textural bark.

	Another reason to plant more trees: They are unquestionably important to our environment, releasing oxygen, helping combat climate change, and providing nutrition and habitats for wildlife, among many other virtues.

	Perhaps the best part of planting trees, then, is what you are doing for future generations and the planet—though you can enjoy their grace, beauty, and fortitude in the meantime.

	For more information on trees, see Trees in part 2.





“I strongly believe in reforestation and protecting the environment, and try to plant new trees every year. Some are native species like maples, oaks, and pines. Others have been a bit more exotic, including beeches, lindens, katsuras, ginkgoes, and Camperdown elms.”
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A pair of deciduous trees frames the garden pathway and forms a natural arbor, casting welcome shade.

Claire Takacs
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