Evergreen Groundcovers

By this time of year you probably have had your fill of weeds in parts of your garden where not much else is happening.  You know you need to mulch, but it will still be brown or gray all year.  Ground covers are an obvious solution, but there are so many to choose from that it is a little overwhelming.  Before you head for some trusty ivy starts, here are a few suggestions for different ground covers that do well in this area and are evergreen, too.


Places needing ground covers frequently are shaded by taller shrubs.  Pachysandra or Japanese spurge does well in full shade in rich, moist, cool soil and it will tolerate drought once established.  Plants are about 12 inches high, spreading about 3 inches by underground stems.  Leaves are thick and dark green with white flowers in late spring.  It may spread moderately, but is not aggressive.  It has a nice, lush look.


Gaultheria procumbens (wintergreen) also likes rich, acid, moist soil in part shade like woodlands.  It grows 3  -  5 inches high and is shrubby with 2 inch oval, glossy leaves, which turn red or purple in the cold winter.  White, urn-shaped flowers appear in the summer and produce small, red berries in the fall.  It cascades nicely over walls and rocks and the leaves and fruit have a wintergreen flavor.


Kinnikinnick or bearberry may suit you if you have full sun and dry, sandy, well-drained soil. It grows up to 12 inches tall and roots as it creeps.  It is slow to fill in so you may need to mulch until it gets established.  The leaves are small, glossy, bright green and leathery and turn red in winter.  The flowers are white or pinkish and the small fruit is red or pink.  It is good on slopes and the outline of the crooked branches is attractive spreading over rocks.  The variety ‘Massachussetts’ has good resistance to leaf spot and gall.


Another sun lover is Fragaria vesca (wild strawberry) which prefers slightly acid, well-drained soil.  It spreads by runners and is easy to control by removing them.  It grows about 10 inches tall and has small white flowers and small fruit all season.  It is evergreen and the leaves have a red tint in the winter.  It has a familiar, informal feel to it.


For a different look in full sun to light shade in poor, sandy soil try a native stonecrop, Sedum spathulifolium.  The leaves are blue/green, fleshy rosettes tinged with purple on short trailing stems.  It sports light yellow flowers from spring to summer.  This plant thrives on very little summer water and though it is invasive, the roots are so shallow that it is easy to control.  It looks great on a rock wall or under trees or shrubs.


Epimedium grandiflorium (Bishop’s Hat) is a semi-evergreen which grows best in part shade, in somewhat moist, rich, slightly acid soil.  It grows in clumps of heart-shaped leaves on wiry, 12 inch stems and spreads by underground stems.  New foliage is red in the spring, green in the summer, and bronze in the fall.  Cut off old foliage in the spring before the new shoots come up.  Flowers are 1  -  2 inches across and can be white, yellow, pink, or violet and are shaped like a bishop’s hat.  All the leaves in a clump tend to face the same direction resulting in a very neat appearance.


Once established, any of these ground covers will hold down weeds and keep in moisture, but best of all they will provide year-round interest in your garden.

