Ground Covers


Tired of mowing that lawn?  Sick of trying to keep it looking good with endless watering, weeding, and fertilizing?  Why not get rid of it for good and replace it with a lush, low-maintenance ground cover?  Unless you use your lawn area regularly for such activities as croquet and badminton, you will probably never miss it!


Ground covers help prevent erosion, beautify steep terrain, and discourage weed growth.  In addition to being good lawn replacements, the lowest-growing ground covers look great filling in the spaces between stepping stones, while the shade-loving varieties can solve the problem of what to plant under that big tree in the back yard.


The first thing to consider when selecting a groundcover is its purpose.  Will you be replacing a lawn, where there will still be some light foot traffic, or are you simply trying to cover a bare area on a slope or under a tree?  Second, how tall would you like the mature plants to be?  Groundcover heights range from an inch or less to about two feet.  Third, is the area sunny or shady?


If you are replacing a lawn, and you expect that people will still be walking across the area, choose something tough and low-growing such as woolly thyme (Thymus pseudolanuginosus), chamomile (Chamaemelum nobile), or Corsican mint (Menta requienii).  These plants prefer full sun, but also do well in partial shade.  If you expect a fair amount of foot traffic, consider stepping stones to protect your new ‘lawn’ from wear.  If your lawn replacement will not be walked on, your choices are mind boggling, as a stroll through your local nursery will prove.  If you find you just can’t decide, buy a sample of three or four plants, and see which one you like best as it grows through the seasons.


Groundcover height is mostly a matter of personal preference.  Some situations, such as the area between pavers, call for low growing varieties, while such plants would tend to disappear in open spaces or on hillsides.  An important consideration in choosing your plants is sun exposure.  Some species, such as our native kinnikinnick or bearberry (Arctostaphylos uva-ursi), require full sun, while carpet bugle (Ajuga reptans) and bunchberry or creeping dogwood (Cornus canadenisi) do better in at least partly shady conditions.  


Before selecting your groundcovers, it is very important to read all the information on plant tags to familiarize yourself with each plant’s growing requirements and individual characteristics: e.g., deciduous or evergreen, recommended spacing between new plants.


You’ll want to take the same care in planting your groundcover as you would with any other plants.  Prepare the soil well, amending it with compost, and water the new plantings thoroughly and often.  Most groundcovers will also benefit from a once-a-year feeding with a slow release fertilizer.  Always follow package directions when applying this or any chemical.
