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growing
native
A more sustainable, lower maintenance approach to
gardening is gaining momentum with homeowners who want
to return the landscape to its natural environment.
By Pamela Rodgers | Photography by Annie Sherman

Gardening isn’t always high maintenance
and expensive. A natural landscape that needs fewer fertilizers, pesticides
and water, encourages wildlife and that supports local resources, is equally
lovely. Plus it’s less stress on the knees and wallet. Establishing a sustainable
garden with native plants can be as beautiful and rewarding as any
ornamental garden, and plants you may consider weeds create a dramatic
vista along beaches, coastal bluffs, parks and nature reserves.
Native designs can be created for small borders and beds or for large
coastal properties. In smaller beds and borders, or near the house,
native plants can be blended with ornamental varieties to
create a more colorful space. On larger coastal properties,
natives are planted in masses to create sweeping
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borders and beds to reduce lawn areas, control
invasive plant species and for habitat restoration.
Locally most coastal properties are faced with
restrictions enforced by the Coastal Resources
Management Council (CRMC), which requires
the use of natives within buffer zones. This is an
opportunity to reclaim the land.
This Jamestown property has done just
that, while maximizing its panoramic views of
Narragansett Bay. Unforced arrangements of
complementary plants prevent invasive species
and encourage natives to thrive. Invasive plants
were removed and natives were planted in large
groupings, while native trees and shrubs were
pruned for health, maintenance and display.
Groves of Eastern RedCedars, Red Maples and
Amelanchier (Shadbush) pop up on the horizon
while lawns of native wildflowers, meadows
and bushes provide the food, shelter and cover
to maintain a healthy ecosystem. The mix of
plants is a calming display of texture and color,
especially when hit with early afternoon sun.
Sometimes it is not about the beautiful colors,
says the homeowner, but rather the shadows cast
on a meadow by a grove of Eastern RedCedar.
“It’s paradise,” he says. “(I’ve always dreamed of)
having a farm running down to the sea.”
Managing the property for 15 years, David
McDermott of Newport has witnessed the
landscape mature and evolve botanically into

this softer, natural environment. He thinks
that approaching the landscape with the
intent to give and not take has served them
well. With something different happening
here all year long, he enjoys the “sequential
scheme of Mother Nature,” from the creamy
white flowers of the native Magnolias in July to
butterfly weed “with its orange and red vibrant
colors…they create quite a show,” he says.
McDermott’s ongoing challenges include
the painstaking eradication of invasive plants
like Miscanthus, an ornamental grass, and
revitalization in the aftermath of storms. So
he and his team have been digging up native
trees and shrubs then either transplanting or
potting and storing them in the greenhouse.
This approach has enabled the replanting of
large damaged areas with more than 40 native
plants at a time including Eastern RedCedar,
Bottlebrush Buckeye and Baccharis, which are
particularly successful.
In areas like the seaside meadow, which
is filled with a combination of Calamagrostis
acutiflora, a native grass, with goldenrod,
McDermott mows the plants when they go
to seed, which encourages it to reseed and
multiply in the same location. “Mother Nature
can do its work,” he says, as the nutrients from
the plant will benefit both soil and seed.
Closer to the house there are groupings

Home 2014 | Newport Life Magazine.com

27

recommended natives -----------------------------------------Threadleaf

Verbena

of Coreopsis verticillata with Russian sage (Perovskia) and Liatris spicata (Spike
gayfeather). Other lovely combinations include Aster divaricatus (White
wood Aster) with Rudibeckia (Black-eyed Susan), and groundcover Plumbago,
commonly known as leadwort. A native and non-native combination of
perennials and groundcover is Heuchera (coral bells) which is a native plant
with long-lasting blooms and lush flowers and leaves, mixed with climbing
roses. Interesting shrubs include Ilex verticillata (Winterberry), Baccharis
and Callicarpa (Beautyberry), with its bright purple berries, which always
create an interesting late summer burst of color. The gray leaves of the
Baccharis shrub are mixed with little bluestem and solidago, in other areas.
From large coastal gardens to small cottage garden beds, mixing natives
with the right combinations can provide a wonderful display of color and
texture. A garden can be a method in how we choose to express ourselves.
So when planning your next garden or thinking of buying another plant, go
beyond the aesthetics and consider creating a true sense of place through the
relationship between plants and their connection to the environment.
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Pamela Rodgers is owner of Verde Design.

Experiment

Aster

Projects in Rhode Island propagate and sell indigenous plant materials to
local retail nurseries, so it’s easier than you think to transform your garden. One
such project is Rhody Native, started in 2010 by the RI Natural History Survey. By
supporting local growers and educating the public about the biodiversity of natives,
we’re improving the natural environment.
Jane Case and her Blue Moon Farm have been committed to growing and
selling native plants, some Rhody Native, for the past 13 years. Case has designed,
installed and maintained many perennial gardens here, encouraging clients to use
sustainable garden practices and incorporates native plants whenever possible.
“People are interested in doing the right thing,” she says, but it is a process,
especially when people are not aware of the benefits of using native plants and
when ornamental plants are more easily available.
Often times, native plants may be substituted for an ornamental or exotic, which
is a non-indigenous plant grown for decorative purposes, like Delphinium exaltaum.
She says, “When approaching a project and sustainability is key, a client’s priorities
for a garden bed may be met, whether it be for protection, buffer, color and display,
and still fit in a few natives, as well.”
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