Gardening with Natives by Deborah Halfpenny

I’ve heard it said, “Fall is for planting, spring is for enjoying.” Wise California native gardening advice. If I were to add anything to that, I’d say, “And summer is for planning.”

As we move into the hot summer months, my gardening routine changes from working with native plants to attending to my vegetable & pollinator garden. I spend the cool mornings outside in the garden and then spend the hot afternoons indoors planning future native/habitat garden additions or changes and researching the perfect plants to use. I probably spend an inordinate amount of time playing with Calscape’s “advanced search” https://
calscape.org/search.php, but I’ve learned a lot by doing that. Before midsummer, I usually have a nice list of plants and seeds that I want to have on hand come fall. If I travel around the state during the summer, I watch for these plants and buy them as I find them. Keeping native plants happy in their containers through our hot, dry summers is a somewhat-challenging gardening job, but is easier, in my opinion, than searching, often unsuccessfully, to find those plants at the nurseries in the fall when stock is low and I’m ready to plant. The point is this: you do not have be a dormant native gardener just because your garden is in its summer dormancy. Using the summer dry heat to kill your lawn while you plan for the upcoming planting season is time very well spent.

While it is generally advised not to plant natives after March in our area, some native plants will succeed even if planted in the late spring, early summer. These plants are those that grow naturally in moist environments and will
accept, and even like, the extra summer water required to get them established, things like Carex sp., Creek Dogwoods (Cornus), ferns, Spice Bush (Calycanthus), and milkweed - to mention a few. In the case of our local
milkweeds (Asclepias fascicularis, speciosa, eriocarpa, and cordifolia), purchasing and planting now, in late spring as the plants emerge from their winter dormancy, is usually better than planting in the fall when it is easy to lose track of them in the garden during their winter dormancy. If you’re considering adding some local milkweed to your garden for the Monarchs, do it soon. Check out Calscape and Xerces Society for more milkweed planting advice.

Want to start planning your native habitat garden, but don’t know where to start? Contact me at neighborhood_habitat.aas@gmail.com. We have lots of resources and experiences to help you get off on the right foot. 
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