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Introduction

Considering the explosion of deer populations across the United States and the huge amount of damage that they inflict on rural, suburban, and even urban gardens and parks, it is no surprise that deer and gardeners are seldom compatible. But is it possible to achieve a beautiful, deer-resistant garden without resorting to fences, barriers, and toxic repellents? Indeed, you can still have a lush, thriving garden by making smart plant choices. Many stunning plants are unpalatable to deer because of their poisonous compounds, fuzzy or aromatic leaves, tough, spiny, or bristly textures, and for a variety of other less obvious reasons. This guide presents the most outstanding ornamental examples of these.

The “Bambi” syndrome is fine for those not plagued by deer. Of course deer are beautiful, and yes, they were sometimes (not always) here first, and they certainly deserve to live out their lives with full bellies as nature intended, but there is often not enough food for dense deer populations, and these animals are stressed by modern life and eradication of habitat. Since natural predators such as mountain lions and wolves have been largely eliminated, deer have been allowed to run out of control. A hundred years ago when year-round hunting was permitted, white-tailed deer numbers dropped, so hunters, fearing their sport would be ruined, urged laws to restrict hunting to about three to four months, from fall through Christmas. As the balance of nature was disrupted, white-tailed deer populations exploded.

Gardeners in different parts of the country are plagued by different species of deer. West of the Mississippi River, mule deer (Odocoileus hemionus) and black-tailed deer (O. hemionus columbianus) predominate. The latter is a subspecies of the former, smaller and stockier but just as hungry. In the East and elsewhere, white-tailed deer (O. virginianus) make their home. Moose and elk are found in northern regions. While these species formerly lived on the edges of woods and forests, they have now discovered that there are easy and tasty sources of food in a new region called “the backyard.”
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A deer helps himself to tomatoes in a backyard.
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This border is planted with seldom-browsed purple catmint, yellow yarrow, mauve hardy geranium, and deep purple hybrid sage.

Many books have dealt with this problem by suggesting unsightly fences. Few of us, though, would be happy to live within an enclosure unless the property was so large that you still felt free—small gardens should not make you feel like a zoo exhibit. Moreover, part of having a garden is surely an attitude of wanting to be part of nature rather than shutting yourself off. Sprays and repellents are fine if you are willing to keep up the work—not such an easy task in late spring and summer when tender new growth abounds, or in winter after each heavy rain or snowfall. Fortunately, there is another option: to focus on building a garden around the most beautiful and versatile deer-resistant plants.

This book presents the best plants to grow if you are striving for a pleasing garden but not prepared to spoil a long weekend away worrying whether deer will trash the garden in your absence. It is geared as a practical, user-friendly guide to successful gardening in deer country, based on observations made in countless gardens in the United States, Canada, and Europe, along with my own thirty-plus years of experience gardening in the Northeast.

The lion’s share of this book is a directory of 50 exceptional deer-resistant plants, each categorized as an annual, perennial, shrub, fern, bulb, herb, or grass. In addition to describing the plant in question, I discuss how to grow it, provide design tips, and suggest deer-resistant companion plants, cultivars, and related species to try, all readily available in the marketplace.

Plant entries are arranged alphabetically by common name (for example, castor oil plant), with Latin or botanical names given secondarily (Ricinus communis). However, it is important to understand that common names may vary from region to region, while Latin names remain the same worldwide. It is worth getting comfortable with the botanical names of plants so that you actually get the plant you were seeking rather than another with the same common name.

Plant hardiness zones provided in each entry refer to the United States Department of Agriculture map that can be found in many mail-order catalogs or on the USDA website: usna.usda.gov/Hardzone/ushzmap.html. These zone numbers are based on average annual minimum winter temperatures:
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Selecting plants according to your zone will maximize their potential, but these zones serve only as a guide—adventurous gardeners will want to “push the zones” of favorite plants. Remember, however, that tough, strong plants are less likely to be destroyed by deer than struggling, weak ones. They must do more than just survive. Learn from nurseries, neighbors, and public gardens what plants do well in your climate, and contact Cooperative Extension offices for lists of deer-resistant plants by state. Some plants may not tolerate heat and high humidity well. Lamb’s ears (Stachys byzantina), for instance, thrive in dry Southern California but “melt” in the same zone number in Florida and the Gulf Coast. Summer hardiness is also an issue. The USDA has a summer hardiness map based on the premise that some plants will not tolerate excessive, unrelieved heat, but this map is not widely used by residential gardeners. Winter hardiness is greatly affected by soil drainage. Many plants, especially those from high-altitude and Mediterranean regions, are accustomed to very free draining (well-drained) soil. Winter wet is the bane of these, and gardeners with heavy clay soils are reminded to amend their soil thoroughly before planting. Many plants die from wet feet.

The deer resistance rating given at the top of each entry ranks the plant’s resistance to deer on a scale of 1 to 10. Each plant is rated within a range. A rating of 7 indicates that deer sometimes nip off flowers but leave the foliage alone, as with signet marigold (Tagetes tenuifolia); 8 indicates that just one or two flowers may be nibbled or destroyed, but the plant is otherwise left alone, as with peony (Paeonia officinalis); 9 indicates that deer occasionally browse young spring foliage but mostly ignore the plant, as with purple beautyberry (Callicarpa dichotoma); and 10 indicates that deer very seldom browse foliage or flowers and usually avoid the plant altogether, as with rosemary (Rosmarinus officinalis). Plants that deer regularly feed on and that would be listed as lower than 7 are not included in this book. Hydrangeas, for example, would be rated 3 to 6, mountain laurels 3 to 5, and deer candy such as hostas, lilies, and daylilies 1 to 3.
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Deer resistance ratings

Each plant is rated on a scale from 7 to 10. Note that plants rated lower than 7, those regularly browsed by deer, are not included in this book.

7 — Deer sometimes nip off flowers but leave foliage alone

8 — Deer occasionally nip off one or two flowers but mostly ignore plant

9 — Deer occasionally browse young spring foliage but mostly ignore plant

10 — Deer rarely browse foliage or flowers and usually avoid plant altogether



It is important to note that although plants rated at 10 are rarely browsed by deer, there is no such thing as a deer-proof plant. During times of extreme hunger stress, deer will eat anything to survive, including plants that are usually ignored because they are unpalatable, or even those deemed poisonous to deer. Herds also differ in their preferences; even herds living just a few miles apart may have very different tastes. In addition, deer may devour a particular plant one year and ignore it the next, so it is wise to avoid letting down your guard. The deer resistance ratings in this book are based on the reports, research, and experience of others across the United States and my own experience in the Northeast where white-tailed deer abound. Since no plants are unconditionally, always, ignored by deer, these ratings must only be considered a guide. No doubt some readers whose local herds behave differently will take issue with the deer-resistance numbers for particular plants.

If the nucleus of your garden is composed of the plants examined in this book, you will be able to have your garden and enjoy it too. These are the best, most stunning and versatile plants to help solve one of the most ubiquitous problems in gardening. Rather than constructing fences and barriers, you can deter deer with your smart, beautiful plant choices.


Help!
Deer Are Destroying My Garden

THIS CHAPTER is aimed at helping you understand and work around deer behavior, and to give you a sense of the variety of methods gardeners use to attempt to deter these animals. Deer need safe places to sleep, rest, and eat. They are creatures of habit, and knowing some of their habits makes it easier to design garden spaces they will avoid. By denying the herd cover, water, and food, you can make them feel uncomfortable enough that they will want to move elsewhere. And working to prevent deer from nibbling your garden is better than trying to keep them under control once they are already enjoying it.

If you aspire to have a deer-tolerant garden, the tips provided here will come in handy. In the end, however, we gardeners must decide whether we want to remain bound to gardens that need constant protection from deer, inevitably frustrating ourselves in the endeavor, or whether we can change our habit of planting deer favorites like hostas, daylilies, roses, lilies, and tulips. So many beautiful deer-resistant garden plants are available, why not use them? The more we learn about these alternatives, the more relaxed and successful we will be in our gardens.

Signs of Deer Traffic

Several telltale signs will let you know that deer have visited, even before your hostas have been eaten to a nub. Ideally you will then be able to take precautions before more serious damage occurs.
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In the Brine Garden, New York, a quiet path is lined with billowy native switch grass (Panicum) and Ligularia species.

In late summer and fall, you may see freshly raw places on the stems or trunks of young trees and shrubs where the bark has been skinned. These are called buck rubs. This occurs when bucks find a handy, usually deciduous, tree or shrub on which to remove the velvet from their antlers. Later on, the bucks again damage saplings as they mark territory prior to the rutting season. The open wounds on the branch or trunk can cause the plant to dry out or even die.

Deer scat is often evident on lawns or in the woods. The droppings are larger than those of rabbits, and clustered in a group. In mud and wet places beside streams and ponds, footprints may also be evident. Deer are cloven-hoofed mammals (as are cows and sheep), so the print appears as if there are two toes.
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Bucks use tree trunks to rid their antlers of velvet, leaving the trunks scarred.
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Deer footprints.

Most important to gardeners, of course, is finding browsed twigs, foliage, and flowers. Deer have no upper incisor teeth and must tear off their food, so ragged, torn vegetation is a sure sign they have been feeding. Check twigs on azaleas and rhododendrons, young hosta and daylily leaves, decapitated tulips, and the like. Deer cannot nip off twigs cleanly as rabbits and woodchucks do. In shrub borders, woods, or along highways you may notice that plants are almost naked from about 5 ft. down to ground level. They have been eaten to a particular height, resulting in the plants having a “topknot” of foliage but nothing much at the base. If you can afford to, buy more mature trees with trunks that have already grown above the browsing height of deer. (Imagine if you had to deal with browsing giraffes!)
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This fence was erected too late to save these evergreens. Deer have eaten the lower branches, sparing only the out-of- reach topknots of vegetation. New growth, however, has developed lower on the trunks since the fence was installed.

Times to Expect High Deer Pressure

Pressure from deer fluctuates according to time of year and type of season. Deer usually feed at dusk and dawn, although it often appears that your garden has been eaten all night long. They prefer to feed close to cover, but if hungry enough will go out into open areas.

Winter is the worst time for deer, especially in cold parts of the northern United States and Canada. With little food available they will eat almost anything they can reach, including bird seed from feeders, prized dwarf evergreens, and developing buds of deciduous trees and shrubs. Many will die of starvation rather than the cold. Warm slopes (south-facing in the northern hemisphere) are favorite gathering places for deer herds during cold weather, especially if a food source like bird feeders can be found nearby. Their metabolism slows down in winter, so they can get by with less food, but they lose heat easily and huddle together for warmth
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