garden design

Get the garden you’ve been dreaming of
with this simple design technique.
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Botanical
Names
Astilbe
Astilbe hybrids
Bugbane
Actaea simplex
Daylily
Hemerocallis spp.
and hybrids
Hakonechloa
Hakonechloa
macra
Lady’s mantle
Alchemilla mollis
Lobelia
Lobelia erinus
Mealycup sage
Salvia farinacea
Prairie dropseed
Sporobolus
heterolepis
Verbena
Verbena hybrids
Veronica
Veronica spicata
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nyone can boost their curb
appeal and add the “wow!”
factor to borders big or
small by using a garden design
method called “layering.” You
can use it to pack in maximum
color and texture and get a look
that’s as vibrant as the border top
right. Find out how with these 5
tried-and-true guidelines. Mix
them with your own creativity and
you’re sure to get beautiful results.

what is l ayering?

At its simplest, layering a garden
is like arranging the family photos
you’ve taken for years—the tall
folks stand in the back so you
can see the shorter ones up front.
But there are a few more issues
to consider to create the most
dynamic look. Let’s break it down:

1

READ THE TAG Knowing the

height and spread of the plants
you’re growing is key to a great
layered border. Space them so
they have room to fill out without
crowding. Too close and they
grow to form a large, indistinct
block of foliage. In some cases
this results in weak or deformed
growth. Given the room they
need, your plants will reach their
full potential.
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RIGHT PLANT, RIGHT SPOT

Simply arranging plants tall to
small makes them easy to see and
allows each plant’s colorful flowers, interesting foliage or striking
growth habit to shine.
Plants with mounding foliage
and tall bloom stalks can go almost
anywhere in a bed. The yellow daylily in the large photo at right only
blocks the view of plants behind
when it’s in bloom. And that may
be OK, depending on how you
organize for seasons (more on
that later). Prairie dropseed’s airy
panicles can go anywhere in the
border, too, because you can see
through them. Bugbane’s wiry
stems make it a versatile border
plant for shade gardens.
While the gardens in both photos at right use layering, they each
have a different feel. The one above
has curvy edging and a casual plant
layout that encourages you to slow
down and take in all of the variety.
It’s a great approach for backyard
borders. In contrast, the one below
has rowed-out plants and straight
lines. These are easier to digest
all at once and keep visitors’ eye
moving toward the destination. You
might want to use this arrangement
in a side yard or the foundation
border, where passersby get a quick
glimpse and move on.
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PLAN THE BORDER If you
can choose the size of your
bed, in general, the deeper, the
better. Some of the most interesting gardens have a variety of
shrubs, perennials, bulbs and even
annuals. A bigger bed gives you
room for all of them.
That said, layering can work in
any size border—just make sure
the plants will fit the space. One
helpful rule of thumb is to plan
the border at its deepest point to
be about 1 1/2 times the height of
the tallest plant. (A 9-foot-deep
border’s tallest plants are about 6
feet, using this formula.)
KEEP IT LIVELY You already
have a variety of sizes; now
add a variety of habits, flower
shapes, colors and bloom times.
Plants with a horizontal or
mounded growth habit do a good
job of anchoring a bed and providing stability. But if those are the
only shapes in the border, it can
look pretty dull. Liven up the
design by including a few plants
that have a pyramidal or columnar
shape to break up the sameness.
The contrast creates visual tension,
which attracts attention. Use these
more dramatic shapes sparingly,
though, or they lose their impact.
You can take a similar approach
with flower shapes. Mix a few
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Work garden art into the
layers for added texture.
laye

Astilbe

Daylily

Hakonechloa

Lady’s mantle

DESIGN: Elsie Freeman (top) LOCATION: Coastal Maine Botanical Gardens (bottom)

Go big on your border Sometimes it’s
tough to design a border that incorporates
a large shade tree because it dwarfs its surroundings. Add transition plants, such as understory
trees and tall shrubs, to visually connect with the
smaller shrubs and perennials.

spikes and trumpets in with more
laid-back daisy and cup-shaped
blooms. In the border above,
clusters of vivid pink astilbe
plumes capture your attention
and contrast with the loads of tiny
lady’s mantle flowers.

5

THINK SEASONALLY

Choosing a mix of plants that
peak during different seasons
throughout the year really takes a
border to the next level.
Evergreens and deciduous trees
or shrubs provide structure and
bring a steady stream of interest
even in winter. Some supply
spring flowers or fall color. Add
bulbs, long-blooming p
perennials,,
such as daylilies, astilbe and lady’s
mantle, and foliage plants, such
as hakonechloa, and your layered
border is complete.
Want to see these 5 practices
in action in another garden? Turn
the page.

Mealycup
sage

Veronica
Lobelia

Verbena

Create a season-long show Long-lasting flowers from mealycup sage, verbena,
lobelia and veronica keep this layered border colorful from late spring to frost.
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continued

Blue fescue
Festuca glauca
Cardoon
Cynara
cardunculus
Douglas fir
Pseudotsuga
menziesii
Heather
Calluna vulgaris
Japanese maple
Acer spp.
and hybrids
Juniper
Juniperus spp.
and hybrids
Salvia
Salvia x sylvestris
Sedum
Hylotelephium
spp. and hybrids
Smokebush
Cotinus coggygria
Yucca
Yucca filamentosa

1

CHECK THE TAG Stacie is

always careful to know the size
of the plant she’s adding to the
border and plants accordingly. If
she’s planting a shrub that’s 3 to 5
feet wide, Stacie measures 2½ feet
out from the center of the plant
and doesn’t place other plants
within that radius.
She says that it’s tempting to
cluster small starts of larger plants
closer together for instant impact
but advises that you resist that
urge! It will look good for a season
or two and turn into a headache
later. You’ll either have lots of
extra pruning to do to keep them
in bounds or have to remove some.

2

RIGHT PLANT, RIGHT SPOT

When you’re pulling together
the plan for your garden, Stacie
suggests starting with the “bones”
first—trees and shrubs.
Structural plants are usually
larger and take up more room so

most will be back-row specimens.
Once those are accounted for, it’s
easier to see how much room you
have left for the other layers.
Fill in with long-blooming
perennials, such as ‘May Night’
salvia, and plants that have colorful
foliage so you don’t have to do
much deadheading.
For a natural look, Stacie prefers not planting in straight rows.
After all, she says nature doesn’t
spread seeds in a row. Instead,
start with structural plants and fill
the remaining space with clusters
of smaller shrubs and perennials
grouped according to size—you
can see this most clearly with
the heathers at the front of this
border, but also with the ‘Color
Guard’ yucca. This approach to
layering will give your garden a
looser, more natural look
PLAN THE BORDER This
40×20 foot space next to the
drive was a blank slate when Stacie
moved in. Instead of plunking a
few shrubs down and calling it
good, she filled the entire space,
creating a tapestry of color.
She brought in 8 yards of soil to
build the berm this garden sits on.
Adding the extra height raises the
plants higher, creating interest and
making it easier to see the flowers
and foliage in all the layers. It’s
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also a great way to add privacy to a
spot that’s near the street.
KEEP IT LIVELY Foliage
keeps maintenance low and
interest high. Choose a variety of
shapes and colors like this standout combination of round-leaved
smokebush, jagged cardoon and
lacy Japanese maple.

4
5

THINK SEASONALLY

Evergreens are a must-have
in Stacie’s garden because of
their reliable color and wonderful
texture. When it comes to woody
plants, she relies on a formula of
two-thirds evergreen to one-third
deciduous trees and shrubs to
keep the interest going all year.
This border has low-growing
junipers and heather added to the
backdrop of mature Douglas firs.
The ‘Firefly’ heather has colorchanging foliage throughout the
season. This chameleon’s chartreuse summer look is shown here
in the photo. Later in summer
it develops purple-pink blooms
and in fall the foliage changes to
orange, then bright red for winter.
There’s always something new
to look forward to in this layered
border.
—Sherri Ribbey

SHERRI’s borders are never “done.” Every
year brings new opportunities and challenges.

Lots of borders sit next to paths
or driveways. Stacie uses silvery or blue-gray foliage, such as
sedum and blue fescue, to tie the garden to the landscape
for a more cohesive look.
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DESIGN: Stacie Crooks, www.crooksgardendesign.com

Botanical
Names

The low-maintenance droughttolerant border at right sits along
landscape designer Stacie Crooks’
driveway in Seattle, Washington.
It has layers of color and texture
that look great all year long,
creating an inviting welcome
home whenever she pulls in the
drive. Here’s how she applied the
five steps I just shared with you.
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Smokebush

Cardoon

Japanese
maple

Blue
fescue
‘May Night’
salvia
‘Color Guard’
yucca

Sedum

‘Fireﬂy’ heather has foliage
th
that changes with the seasons.

Plant swap Don’t be afraid to change out plants that aren’t performing as expected. Stacie replaces the blue fescue
every 3 to 4 years because plants eventually die out in the center.
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