Gardening near the Wild

As residents of El Dorado County, many of us are blessed with beautiful views, open land nearby, and maybe a bit of undeveloped land of our own. As a gardener this is both fabulous and challenging. Unlike decorating a house, where some paint, furniture and carpet go in and viola!, it’s done, on the outside, you have to deal with Mother Nature. You plant some grass, a tree, some flowers and tomorrow something has changed, for better or for worse. This is even more noticable  if you are gardening next to undeveloped areas. Nature doesn’t rest much, and she is always throwing around seeds, branches, leaves, berries, etc. Things are growing where you didn’t plant them. Plants are getting broken off by debri, snow, and animals. Rocks are multiplying instead of your bulbs. So what is a gardener to do?

 Learn to dance!  We plant a geranium here, nature adds two toyons next to it. We plant a patch of roses, deer reduce it to one plant. We plant a maple for fall color, nature throws a pine right next to it. 2 steps forward… one step sideways.

If your garden backs up to natural land, allow for nature to improve it. Clip a toyon here, remove one over there, and let these two grow. Blur the boundaries between your plants and Nature’s. Ornamental grasses such as Miscanthus, Mexican hair grass, feather grass, and  especially natives like Deer Grass (Muhlenbergia rigens) and Purple needle grass(Stipa ) make an excellent transition border. Many natives such as toyon, Oregon grape, manzanita and ceanothus make great hedges or screens.
Keep moving! Gardens are a dynamic system, and must always be tweaked,  weeding here, adding nutrients over there, pruning big plants, and filling for holes with new plants. There is no such thing as “maintenance free” unless you just sit back and let the weeds take over. Even the natives who lived here before us managed it to some extent by doing burns. And that was before the settlers from Europe brought in the many exotic weeds we have today. It can be overwhelming and even the most avid gardener gets discouraged now and then. 
Don’t give up!   Planting the right plant in the right place with notation for mature size, sun/shade pattern, and soil type keeps maintaining them easier. Native plants also tend to have less pest problem, as well as attracting beneficial insects.  

Plant for  the birds. In addition to adding movement and life to the garden, many birds such as hummingbirds and western blue birds, eat pesky bugs. Bushes with berries and  grasses with seeds will keep them coming around.  Snags of dead branches are critical shelter for some species. Plant for the beneficial insects, yarrow for butterflies and salvia for bumblebees. Native California fuschia attracts humming birds, as does penstamon, elderberry, redbud, monkey flower and many others. 
Fence your vegetable garden  to keep deer out. That really is the best way. Bird netting over plants works, but is a lot of work to keep on them correctly as they grow.

Keep in mind the water requirements in groups of plantings. Unless you  have all natives and/or other Mediterranean plants adapted to no summer water, you will need to irrigate. Even natives will need water the first summer, and many look better with monthly watering as well. Drip irrigation is the most efficient. Overhead watering can harbor fungal and bacterial diseases on many plants. Drip irrigation systems need to be tended to monthly in the summer, to make sure emitters are working, and adding emitters as plants grow.
Rest and enjoy! Take some time out each day to sit and relax, take in the fragrance, color and textures. Listen to the music of the wind and the birds. Take a little stroll amongst the plants and stones. Take note of things that may need attention in the future, but don’t do it now.  Set aside a time each week when you will weed and deadhead. Knowing when it will be done makes it easier to relax in the moment.
The dance between our gardens and nature’s should always be lively. Turn up the volume on your inner music, and let your garden’s story unfold with a smile!
