
In the garden with Shobha
Vanchiswar

February 27, 2009
Getting serious about beds and borders

It is time to get serious. The dreams of the past few weeks must now be
interpreted into specific, workable plans and action. Let’s discuss borders and
beds. I use the terms interchangeably, but remember, borders are beds that
edge something such as lawns, patios, ponds and such. 

So, clear some time on your calendar and sit down with pen and paper (or
laptop), list of plants desired and consider the borders in the garden. This
could entail extending or enhancing existing beds or making new ones from
scratch. In any case, you need to follow a few guidelines. Remember, they are
just that, guidelines. You must follow your own instincts and indulge your
inner artist.
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Location, location, location

Pay attention to the location of the bed. How much sun it will get, exposure to
wind and the contour of the land are all crucial factors. Unless you are
designing a very formal garden with rigid lines, let the land dictate the form.
This is more natural and will let the garden evolve nicely. 

Decide on the size of the bed. I like large borders as puny ones never satisfy.
They lack substance. You want the garden to have drama, color and texture
that lasts through the seasons. Don’t hesitate, just take the plunge. Even small
gardens look good with large beds. Do however bear in mind that you must
have access to reach the plants as well as to weed around them. If the border’s
depth is more than four feet, place stepping stones or narrow pathways to
permit access. Once the border is established with dense plantings, weeds will
be considerably reduced.
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If the soil needs amending, do so before you do anything else. Amend, turn it
over and get it ready. 

Preventative action against weeds

No matter how much time you have to garden, you don’t want to spend all of it
weeding. To minimize this chore, take preventative action. You can use
landscape fabric, which is particularly useful in large beds. It is true that this
fabric is not biodegradable, but then you will not be discarding it anytime
soon. The fabric will last forever. I use this in my vegetable bed and have been
reusing the same sheet for years. In a flower border, once you set it down it
will stay there as long as you like.

Instead of a synthetic barrier, you can use newspaper. In other areas of the
garden, I lay down a thick layer of newspaper. It is at least two to three inches
thick. This is an excellent weed suppressant and mulch will need to be put
down every two years or so. It is my preferred choice. The reason I decided to
use the landscape cloth was because of the inks used in newsprint. They didn’t
used to be soy based and it made no sense to me to use the “tainted” paper in
an organic vegetable patch. So I got the fabric and now that I have it, I use it.

Choosing plantings for the beds and borders

The bed is now ready for planting. To create a lush border, stay away from the
common mistake of getting too many different plants. When it comes to plants,
gardeners are very greedy. Restrain yourself! Instead, reduce the variety and
increase the quantity of each type of plant. 

The selection must include plants that bring beautiful texture to the border.
Focus on leaves. The variety of shapes and colors of leaves will be a crucial
backdrop throughout the growing season. Even during a quiet period, the
leaves will continue to provide interest. It is against this canvas that the
flowers will shine. 

Select your plants so they don’t all bloom at once. Prolong the season so at any
given time, there is always something in bloom. Finally, think about plant
heights. A good mix of heights will encourage the eye to travel all around and
appreciate the design.
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Most importantly, the plants chosen must be appropriate to the site. That is
the only way to be sure they will thrive. Also take into account how much time
you are willing to spend at garden chores. Some plants need regular
deadheading and others need staking. None of this is difficult but they do take
time. I find dead heading relaxing. Staking, not so much.

Getting your hands dirty

Once the selections have been made, it’s time to plant. Grouping together
several of each variety produces a lush effect. A general rule is to plant tall
plants in the back, mid-height ones in the middle and short ones in front. But
rules can be broken. Mix heights if you want but just be sure you don’t end up
hiding plants behind tall or bushy ones. If the bed is viewed from more than
one side, then certainly you must arrange the plants accordingly. On one side
it can look more traditional and from another direction, the plantings can be
unusually arranged to provide an element of surprise. Play around with the
arrangement before planting. You will sense when it feels right. If you are
completely lost, seek help from a fellow gardener or professional. Just enjoy the
process.

Once planting is done, cover the area around with an attractive mulch. I like
using dark wood nuggets. It blends in nicely and eventually breaks down into
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the soil. It is easy to replace. You do not want to choose mulch that is colored.
That is distracting and takes away one’s focus from the bed in general. 

If certain plants will need staking when more mature, put the stakes in place
now. It’ll be that much easier to stake later on. 

Water thoroughly. Keep a schedule of watering until the plants have settled in.
I do not water my established perennial beds. I expect my selections to cope on
their own. As the season progresses, add in annuals to complement and
augment the border. Once again, think quantity rather than variety. Imagine
the bed is a tapestry instead of a crazy quilt.

I like edging my flower beds with bricks set in a saw tooth pattern. Years ago I
tried antique English terracotta edgers, but sadly they could not handle our
winters. There are several edging choices starting with the simplest, where the
line of lawn that meets the bed is cut crisply. Again, go with your preference
but just be certain that the effect is attractive without being obtrusive.

Finally, congratulate yourself on a job well done.
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