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September 24, 2010 

Into the Woods 

  As fortunate as we are to live amongst trees and greenery, the most frequent lament I hear is “ I have 
nowhere to garden because there is too much shade from all the trees” or, “ There is not enough open 
space to garden”. My answer to all is – make a woodland garden. 

  Firstly, understand that there is a difference between a shade garden and a woodland garden. The 
difference might be subtle but exists nevertheless. Shade might be present because of trees, buildings or 
general topography. A woodland is just that – land in the woods. The space can be extensive or limited 
to just a few trees. In our lovely town and neighboring areas, there is hardly a property without the 
possibility of having such a garden. 

  The very term woodland conjures up a cool, calm, serene space where one can commune with nature 
and ones own thoughts. A place to be reflective or escape from everyday pressures. This type of garden 
does not scream for attention. Instead, it waits patiently to be discovered. Once discovered, it gently 
begins to delight all the senses. 

  Such a garden need not be restricted to the far back or sides of the property. I have visited some 
splendid woodland gardens in front of houses. They provide the house adequate privacy from the road 
and yet invite exploration and contemplation. They are usually separated from the house by a small open 
space of lawn and walkway.  

  Essentially, there are three components to a woodland garden. The canopy, the understorey and the 
ground cover. 

  The canopy is of course provided by the trees. To create a woodland garden, it might be necessary to 
remove some trees. Don’t panic. Thinning out the woods implies getting rid of weed trees and can be 
healthy for the remaining trees, giving them room to grow. Some lower branches might need to be 
removed. This in effect ‘raises the crown’. It then allows more light and rain to penetrate. 

  If you are creating a woodland garden from scratch, there is good news. All three components can be 
planted at once. And you have more flexibility in the design. Trees can be selected for interesting bark 
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and/or foliage. If you want to reduce lawn space, this is a viable solution. 

  Such a garden is at its most disarming in spring before the trees have fully leafed out. With sunlight 
and rain coming through at maximum, the conditions are perfect for the understorey. It bursts into 
growth and can be quite stunning. Once the tree leaves are all open and there is less light, the plants 
beneath will go into dormancy.   

 

  The understorey is comprised of the mid-sized bushes and climbers. In creating your garden, brambles, 
vines such as the invasive Japanese variety of honeysuckle, porcelain berry and bittersweet must be 
removed. Desired shrubs already in place can be rejuvenated by cutting them back hard, mulching and 
watering. If new shrubs and vines are being planted, place them in large holes, add compost and organic 
fertilizer. Water thoroughly and repeatedly until the plants are established.  If there is not enough space 
for shrubs, add some vines which can eventually climb the trees. For this part of the woodland garden, 
think hydrangeas, mountain laurels, azaleas, rhododendrons. Anything that can thrive in dappled light. 
For vines, I recommend native honeysuckle or climbing hydrangea. At the edge of the woods, try roses 
that can be trained up the trees. I have a Paul’s Himalayan Musk that has totally commandeered an old 
apple tree. The fragrance from this rose wafts to all other parts of the property. Sweet autumn clematis 
would look good as well. 
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  Now we come to the ground cover. Remove weeds. Add as much compost as you possibly can. This 
will give the plants a real head start. You will perform this task just this once. The rest will be natures 
responsibility. The plants will naturalize, seed themselves and eventually carpet the wood floor.  All 
shade loving perennials, biennials and ferns can be grown. Think wood anemones, bluebells, foxgloves, 
primroses. Be sure to include early blooming bulbs like eranthis, snowdrops, cyclamens, crocus, scillas 
etc., In certain parts, moss will appear and heighten the visual appeal. What a sweet tapestry gets woven! 

  In creating this garden, you may or may not want to define a walking path. It would depend on the size 
of the woodlands. If making a path, just keep it natural. Wood chips are ideal. Keep plants from 
encroaching and, frequent walking will define the trail nicely. By planting very low growing plants close 
to the paths, it will be easy to appreciate the flowers in bloom.  

  I also think it’s pleasant to have somewhere to sit in the garden. It can be the stump of a tree or a 
simple wood bench. Just a spot to rest and take in the verdant interest. If you are fortunate to have a 
pond or brook nearby, all the better. I know someone who has strung up a hammock so he can sneak in a 
nap, another who installed a swing in a small clearing within the woods where she can soar high and 
indulge her inner child and, a third who set up a space to meditate. This last one is a platform twenty feet 
up in a tree. It’s also a good location to bird watch. An accomplished gardener friend recently strung up 
Buddhist prayer flags in a section of her beautiful woodland garden. The very sight made me slow down 
and be in the moment. This garden is by the way in front of the property and one catches intriguing 
glimpses driving up the driveway to its side.  

  Maintaining a woodland garden is all about regular weeding till the ground cover takes over, cutting 
back wayward limbs, occasionally thinning shrubs by division and removing tree limbs that are too low. 
Nothing back breaking or time consuming. 

  This type of garden quickly becomes a sanctuary for all sorts of creatures. A wonderful place to 
observe both flora and fauna. Your very own nature preserve. Your very own escape from the madding 
crowd. 
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