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INTRODUCTION

WHEN I MOVED to the north Oregon coast a few years ago, I was an experienced Zone 5 gardener. I was used to snowy, often frigid winters and hot, humid summers. My garden included mostly roses, herbs, perennials, and a few annuals. It was a good gardening climate but a short one. The days were hot enough and the summer long enough that the vegetable patch included tomatoes, corn, and, of course, the omnipresent zucchini.

But our son relocated to the Portland area—far away from western Pennsylvania where I had lived most of my life. Time for a change. Time to move to the coast.

Imagine my thrill to learn I was now living in a Zone 8. So many more plants and a much longer growing season. I went from gardening from May through September to gardening from late February through October and, in a good year, into November. But that longer growing season also came with strong winds, sandy soil, and salt spray. I needed some help to learn what I could—and couldn’t—successfully grow here.

Enter the Master Gardener program. I had been a master gardener in the east through the Penn State University Extension Service and had chosen an Oregon county to live in that also had a Master Gardener program, this time through Oregon State University Extension Service. I took the training classes the first winter here, knowing I would learn specifics about coastal gardening. And I did.

In the following chapters, you will hear me refer to “your local extension office” quite often. Perhaps a bit of background is in order. In the United States, each individual state has what is called a “land-grant” college. These are generally the agriculture schools for the states, and are usually called “Penn State,” “Oregon State,” “Washington State,” and so on. Each of these land-grant colleges maintain county extension offices that address questions and concerns from the agricultural community. The 4-H program is one of the extensions’ most visible projects. In the late 1970s, Washington State University’s extension offices were finding themselves inundated with questions from home gardeners. One of their extension agents came up with the idea of training volunteers to answer those questions so that the agent could be available for the local commercial farmers instead of the local hobby gardeners. Thus began the Master Gardener training program. There are now master gardeners in every state nationwide and in the Canadian provinces as well. All master gardeners go through an extensive training program for home horticulture in exchange for donating hours of service to their respective communities. This was the training I underwent in both Pennsylvania and Oregon.

I also needed some supplemental help with specifics and looked for books on Pacific Northwest coastal gardening. I found a few plant lists and a great book on native plants, but not much else. The books for coastal North and South Carolina weren’t relevant to the cool damp climate we have here. When I found other gardeners new to the area also expressing frustration in finding localized information, I thought I should compile what I had learned as a master gardener with the additional information I had culled from various sources for my own use. I added photographs I had taken from my own gardens as well as those of my friends, and before I realized it, I had written a book on coastal gardening for the Pacific Northwest.

You will notice that I use botanical names as well as common names. Botanical nomenclature is becoming more common for the straightforward reason that we need to know precisely what plant we are discussing. The term “dusty miller,” for example, can mean one of seven or eight different plants. Try to become familiar with botanical names to avoid confusion, especially when shopping for plants.

I have learned even more about coastal gardening as I have done the research for this book. Hopefully it will aid the beginning gardener as well as the experienced inland gardener who has relocated to the coastal areas.

The range of styles discussed varies from the simple lines of the Japanese Zen garden to the “blowsy” look of the English cottage garden and a few designs in between. I have visited the gardens I have written about and hope the reader will take the time to do so as well. Some of the gardens that I have photographed are private and unavailable for study by the general community, but I have also listed many public gardens that gardeners from all levels of experience can learn from and enjoy.

And that’s what gardening should be: a learning experience but also an enjoyable one.
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ONE
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THE BASICS

THE BEAUTY AND UNIQUENESS of the Pacific Northwest coast can also be the reasons coastal gardening may be so difficult. The ocean meets the mountains in many places and in between there are miles of sand dunes, beach grass, and scrub pines.

A person coming to this area for the first time will be struck by its beauty. The winds and the salt water will be refreshing and invigorating.

A gardener moving to this area for the first time will be struck by its harshness and difficult growing conditions. The gardener will find the wind and salt water to be challenging and demanding.

An informed gardener who takes time to explore this coastal area will, however, find many gardens—both private and public—of beauty and interest.

Novice and experienced gardeners alike can take solace in the mild winter and the moderate summer temperatures, both of which extend the growing season for many plants.

Geography is important even though it isn’t taught in many schools anymore. The proximity to the ocean can have a drastic effect on what can easily be grown. Proximity to the mountains will also have an effect, as does the corresponding elevation. There are work pages throughout this chapter for you to record information such as site maps and temperatures. This book can also act as a garden journal. Included in it are questions to ask and answer yourself that will guide you when designing your garden.

Whether you are new to gardening or new to coastal gardening, you can have a beautiful, easily maintained garden by following these steps. But try, if you can, to be patient. This may be difficult. We gardeners are not patient by nature. Most of the time we want instant gratification; we want lots of flowers and we want them now! If this is your nature, too, that’s normal, but may I suggest the first summer you are gardening on the coast you purchase annuals for that instant color? Don’t spend a lot of money or time on expensive perennials and shrubs and trees until you better know your garden. This may take up to a year, so again I advise, “Be patient!”

A good garden, one you can enjoy for many years, takes time to plan, plant, and evolve.

STEP ONE: ASSESSING THE CONDITIONS IN YOUR GARDEN OR GARDEN-TO-BE

Here are some questions you need to ask yourself before you begin. Jot the answers down as you work through the book to serve as a reference when you begin your design plan.

 

1. Can I see the ocean from my yard?______Do I live within five miles of the ocean?______
This will affect soil type, wind, and sun. It may also increase or decrease your USDA zone and thus your plant choices.

2. What is my approximate elevation?______How far above sea level is my garden?______
Elevation will affect the temperature of your garden’s soil in the spring. It will also have an effect on the amount and form of precipitation you receive.

3. Is there a slope to my yard?______Toward which direction?
______Is it enough of a grade to affect sunlight and erosion?
______Will rain run-off be a problem?______
Slope may be something you can live with or something that needs to be corrected. How much correction the slope needs will depend on the type of garden you wish to have.

4. What blocks my sunlight? __________________________
________________________________________________
This can be a house, garage, shed, a tree, a neighbor’s house, a neighbor’s tree, or even a mountain. List everything you see around you. This list may change with the seasons. Sun movement, deciduous trees, and wind direction are all variables.

5. Do I live in the woods?______By a sand dune?______In a town or a village?______
The location of your house will often times reflect the type, size, and location of your garden.

6. What kind of a garden do I want to have?__________
Do I want vegetables or flowers or both?__________
Do I want evergreen trees and shrubs or deciduous ones that will lose their leaves each fall?______Are there different areas I can use for different purposes?______
No need to worry about the focus or design at this stage. That will come later. We just need to be thinking about a general use of the garden.

7. Do I get a lot of wind?______When and from which direction does it come?____________________________________Is it blocked by anything?______________________________
(Fences, buildings, trees, etc.)
Winds, as we mentioned in Question 4, also change course from summer to winter. Make a note of the general direction each season. Winter:__________________________________________
Spring:____________________________________
Summer:__________________________________________
Fall:________________________________________________.
Most windy gardens will benefit from a windbreak of some type, so be thinking of what you prefer: something growing like a hedge or shrubs or something man-made like a fence.
Do you like a natural feel or one that is more modern and industrial?__________________________________________

8. How cold does it get in the winter?______How hot does it get in the summer?______How much rainfall do I get each year?
Do I ever get snow or ice storms?______
These questions are important when you start to plan the types of plants that will do well. We are aiming for success and not frustration.

9. What is my USDA Zone?______
To identify your zone, you need a USDA Plant Hardiness Map. See Step Two.

STEP TWO: CLIMATES AND MICROCLIMATES

Once you have answered the questions in Step One, you need to find out your climate zone. We will use the USDA and AHS maps to determine your zone.

USDA and AHS Zones

The United States Department of Agriculture periodically issues a “USDA Plant Hardiness Map.” The most recent was issued in March of 2003. These maps have the country broken down into colored areas according to their average annual minimum temperatures in a winter. For example, the USDA map shows southern coastal Oregon and parts of southern coastal Washington in a Zone 9. This means the average minimum winter temperatures are between 30 to 20 degrees. Northern coastal Oregon is in a Zone 8. These average annual minimum temperatures are between 20 and 10 degrees. (Many people along the coast will contest these figures because of mild winters, but these temperatures are what the USDA bases their maps upon.) To clarify a little further, the higher the zonal number, the warmer the winters tend to be. In a plant catalog, if a plant is listed as “Zone 5–8,” for example, it would do well in Ohio’s harsher winters, but also in Oregon coastal winters. The winters in southern Oregon’s Zone 9, however, may be too warm.

To further interpret things a bit, in 1997, the American Horticultural Society issued a heat-tolerance map, showing areas of similar summer temperatures. On this “Plant Heat-Zone Map,” most of coastal Oregon and Washington are Zone 2. This means the number of days in a summer that the temperature rises above 85 degrees (Fahrenheit) is one to seven in an average year.

Gardening magazines and catalogs will have a current Plant Hardiness map located somewhere within their pages. Some now also include a Heat-Tolerance map as well, and list plants, for example, by “Hardiness Zones 5 to 8 / Heat Zones from 1 to 2.” By using these maps and knowing your zone, you can more easily choose plants that will do well in your geographical area.

One of the easiest divisions of zones I have seen is by Ray and Jan McNeilan in their Pacific Northwest Gardener’s Book of Lists, published in 1997. They simplify things for us by using the terms Coastal, Low Mountains, Low Valleys, Dry Valleys, and High Desert. For our purposes, we will be dealing with the “Coastal Areas” (USDA Zones 8 and 9), which is defined by areas on the Oregon and Washington coasts or an area that is influenced by the coastal climate, soils, and rainfall. We will also be talking about “Low Mountain Areas,” which have a mild, medium-length growing season but may have some snow for brief periods in the winter (USDA Zone 7). This mostly describes areas west of the coastal mountain ranges from the Canadian border to northern California.

Now that you know your climate zone, you can start to break down your yard into “microclimates.” This sounds harder than it really is. A microclimate is simply a small area where the climate is different from the majority of your yard and the yards around you. It can be colder or warmer and it can get more or less precipitation, be it in the form of rain—like most of the coast—or as snow in higher elevations. Most yards have areas that get more sun or more wind than other areas. Rainfall generally is the same except under porches, eaves and other forms of shelter. You will know what areas seem to be colder in the winter and warmer in the summer if you pay attention. And because each part of your garden has its own special little conditions, its own microclimate, you will be able to grow different plants in those specialized areas.

Start by sketching a map on the following pages of the different areas of your garden. There are graphed pages to make it easier for you, and you can use a pencil for ease of changing later. The pages are laid out so that you can add data after each map. Find the compass rose in the corner and use it to indicate which direction is north. We aren’t so much worried about structures here except where they will affect your sunlight or block the wind, so place them along the edges of the map. The maps are to be of your garden’s areas, not your whole lot. Try to keep your map as much in scale as possible. Be sure to include all current plants that are either too large to move or that you want to keep in the garden, and mark them by name if you can, estimating their height and width. Your map doesn’t have to be elaborate or fancy because it’s not going on display. Use a separate map page for each area.

Now when you stroll through your yard throughout the year, take this workbook, a pencil and a small thermometer. Jot down the date, the time, the location of the sun, and the temperature. Track the line of the sun as it moves from east to west, noting which areas of your garden are affected and how. Be sure to note if there is any wind when you are out and from which direction it is coming. Judge how harsh the wind is: breeze, light, medium, strong, or gale force? Is it raining? If so, how hard? Vary the times of day when you visit the area, and note any observations. This is not an exact science, but if you do each area on a bimonthly basis, you can start to see patterns of the microclimates. This will help in your choice of plants. You can see which areas are sunny and dry, sunny and wet, dry shade, or damp shade. Take photographs of your garden areas from inside the house as well as outside. This will be an additional help in planning since you will want your garden to look as good from the inside of your home as it does from the outside.

The type of garden you create will depend upon the size and shape of the area to be covered as well as the major elements you choose to incorporate. Before you start laying out the plans, and certainly before you start digging, be sure to call the local utility hotline to locate any underground wires or pipes. They will come out and mark the lines for you with flags or spray paint. Once the utilities are marked, you will have a better idea of where you can successfully plant without disturbing those lines. Put these lines on your site map before you begin laying out your designs on paper.

 

Area One: ____________________________________
Place your buildings and out structures along the edges, leaving the graph area for yard shape and size. One inch = one foot.
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AREA ONE RECORDS
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AREA ONE TOTALS
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Area Two: ____________________________________
Place your buildings and out structures along the edges, leaving the graph area for yard shape and size. One inch = one foot.

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

 

AREA TWO RECORDS

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

[image: Image]

 

AREA TWO TOTALS
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Area Three: ____________________________________
Place your buildings and out structures along the edges, leaving the graph area for yard shape and size. One inch = one foot
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AREA THREE RECORDS
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AREA THREE TOTALS
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Area Four: ____________________________________
Place your buildings and out structures along the edges, leaving the graph area for yard shape and size. One inch = one foot.
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AREA FOUR RECORDS
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AREA FOUR TOTALS
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Area Five: ____________________________________
Place your buildings and out structures along the edges, leaving the graph area for yard shape and size. One inch = one foot.
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AREA FIVE RECORDS
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AREA FIVE TOTALS

[image: Image]

 

Area Six: ____________________________________
Place your buildings and out structures along the edges, leaving the graph area for yard shape and size. One inch = one foot
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AREA SIX RECORDS
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AREA SIX TOTALS
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STEP THREE: OBSERVATIONS

Once we have mapped our garden and recorded important information, we need to analyze our observations. There are four elements crucial in any garden: soil, sun, water, and wind. Each has its own significance and each affects the garden in its own way. The effects of at least two of these elements are unique in coastal gardens. Inland gardens have no salt water and relatively lesser winds to influence them. Most inland gardens are also not primarily sandy soil. But coastal gardens’ proximity to the ocean means that sand, wind and salt are important considerations.

Soil

Soil is not dirt. Dirt is what comes into the house on the bottom of your shoes or on the knees of your jeans. Soil is the medium that supports and nourishes plants in the garden and lawn. Soil is where most plants get their nutrients for growth and development. It not only physically supports plants’ root systems, but the makeup of the soil has a direct effect on the nourishment the plant is able to take from it. The texture of the soil affects its porosity, which in turn affects its capacity to hold water. For example, a sandy soil is fast draining, but that also means any excess water may wash away nutrients from the root zone, leaving the plants undernourished. Clay or silt-loam soils, on the other hand, do not drain well. This means the plants get little or no oxygen to their roots. The abundance of water can actually smother a plant. Those of us who water our houseplants too frequently and then wonder why they do not do well have firsthand experience at “smothering” with water. So we need to know the makeup of the soil. Is it mostly sand? On the coast this is certainly possible, but not always the case. We may also have loamy soil from the rivers or clay soil in the nearby mountains.

There is an easy test for you to do at home to find out your soil makeup. Using clean tools and a clean five-gallon bucket, take a trowel-full of soil from about 10 random places in your garden area. Remove any clods of soil; rocks; and any leaves, sticks, or other organic debris. Mix the soil well with your trowel. Now take a straight-sided quart jar with a tight lid—a canning jar is a good choice—and fill the jar about one-third full with the soil. Add another third of clean water, and one-half teaspoon of dishwasher detergent to help break up the soil particles. Replace the lid tightly. Shake the jar vigorously for about two minutes, until the soil has mixed with the water into a slurry of mud. Place the jar in an area where it can sit undisturbed for about 24 hours.

When you return to the jar, the soil will have settled into clearly visible layers. The heaviest particles will be sand and they will have settled to the bottom. The lightest particles are clay and they will be floating on the top. In between you will see a silt or loam layer. With a ruler, measure the materials in the jar from top to bottom. Now measure each individual layer. Divide the layer’s inches by the total inches to find the percentage of each layer. Above is a Soil Texture Chart in the shape of a triangle. By finding the values of the percentages, you can locate them on the soil triangle and figure out the soil type you have. The smallest corners of the chart are Sand and Silt. The mixtures make up most of the middle of the triangle. If you are lucky enough to have silt-loam soil, it will support water and nutrients easier than the clay or sandy soils. The delineation between layers may be so obvious that you will not need the Soil Texture Chart to figure out your percentage.
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Soil Texture Chart

We also need to know the soil’s pH and nutrient makeup. The soil pH test can be done using kits available in most garden centers. All you need is a kit, distilled water, and a sample of soil from the bucket you collected to determine soil type. Directions are on each kit. The nutrient makeup is more complicated to test and should be tested by a laboratory. Check with your county extension agent to find addresses of companies in your area that will test your soil. Most tests run in the $39 to $45 range, but you only need to test your soil about every five years. Often for a small additional charge, the laboratory will be able to tell you what to do to correct your soil so it will support whatever you want to grow there. You can go back to your bucket of soil that you collected for the soil-type test and use the left-over soil from the bucket to send to the laboratory. They will only need a small sample. Most soil test kits come with a small vial or plastic bag to return to the laboratory for analysis.

When you send your soil, be certain to send the paperwork to go with it. They will want to know what you are testing for. Some things are more crucial than
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