A moss garden was a notural solulion lo the problem of a formerly dank, muddy hillside where lithe would grow.
Landscape designor Cynthia Gillls collected nalive mosses to creals this verdant, shade- and moislure-loving gardan.

Makmg a Moss Garden

An iNnnovative freatment for shady, maoist sites

by Cynthia Gllis

t wais the owner of the property who
lirst suggested a moss garden for the
steep, shaded hillside near the swims-
ming pool coabana. As we stood sigh-
ing ai the unfortunate area, he asked
tentatively, "Could we plant moss
here. . like g lonwm?” Indeed we could.
Scattered patches of moss were al-
ready thriving there.

I'm o lamdscops designer, and I'd
been working with the owners of this
iour-acre, wooded property in West

Pholes: Susan Kaln

chester County, New York (USDA Zone
1. lor a couple of years, | was land-
scaping their grounds in gradual,
wallat-protecting steiges. 5o far, this
particular area, o 15-ft. x 35-{t. cul-
de-sac, had utlerly dounted me.

Deep shade obscured the areq, no
breeze refreshed it, and it sloped so0
steeply that soil erosion was also O
problem, In addition, the sité was in-
vaded by straggly [orest undersiory
trees and weeds. For guests on their
way to the swimming pool changing
rooms, it was a drecry trip dlong o
dank, dark, too-narrow path.

A moss garden was the perfect so-
lution to my clients’ problem. Mosses
grow best in the kind of meist, acidic,

low-niutrient soil found on the sile. And
there wios dready plenty of moss grow-
ing on the property. [ just needed to
collect it and transplant it

Testing the idea

I did some test patches to sae i the
arec would, indeed, sustain moss bhe-
Iore | begoan any large, wholesale
weeding and planting. 1 trensplant-
ed small pieces, abaut & in. to 8 in.
in diometer, of five different kinds ol
mess that 1 found growing elsewhere
an the propearty. Then [ waited for two
weeks, watching the mosses to find oul
which ones would grow well in the
new location. One moss failed. The
others, smooth-stalked yellow feathear
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Befora planting, Gillis added water-absor:
benl polymer crystals to the soll. When wet,
the crystals swell to 400 limes thelr dry size,
providing molsture for up to five weeks.

moss (Brachythecium salebrosum),
round-stemmed entodon (Enfodon sa-
ductrix), narrow-ledaved crome's-bill
moss (Atrichum angustoatum) ond
woodsy mnium (Plagiomnium cuspi-
datum), all survived ronsploanting and
were green and growing aifter two
weeks, so [ felt safe proceeding.

Planting the moss garden

The planting process was neither long
nor complicated. Aside from the two-
week test peried, the whole project—
weeding, soll preparation. moss har-
vesling and transplanting—took me
cbout three doys with the helo of one
assistant, That would make it a long
weekend project {or other gordeners—
and a very satislying one.

Preparing the site—I thoroughly homd-
weeded the ared, removing all herba-
cecus weeds and mony of the smoll
saplings. I'd decided not to use weed-
killers because [ wanted to proceed im-
mediately with planling instead of
wailing for the herbicide’s effect. 1 al-
so didn't want herbicide drift to kill
mosses aready growing in the areq,
or the sweet woodrull (Gallium odor
erfurm) ond dwead dead nettle Lamium)
growing nearby. 1 planned to incor-
porate more of thesa two shade-loving
parennials into the moss garden.
When the planting area was as
weed-ftee as [ could moke it, T addded
genarous amounts of water-absork-
ing polymer crystals. [ find these crys-
tals useful for every kind of plemting
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Gillls collected four types of moss from the property: (1eft 1o right) smooth-stalked yellow fea-
ther moss, round-slemmed entodon, narcw-leaved crane’s-bill moss and woadsy mnium.

or transplanting. They absorb about
400 times their volume in weater, ex
panding to look like little, clecr cubas
of gelatin, As the soil dries oul, the
crystals slowly release the moisture
they've dbsorbad, keeping the soil
evenly moist. And as the crystals ex
pand and contract, they also keep
the soil friable and aerated. The brand
of erystals [ use, Terra-Sorh, comes in
thres zizes. [ prefer the medium size for
all plantings except the tiniesl con-
tainers or planting holes for lorge tfrees.
The medium crystals expand o about
the size of a pencil eraser when wet,
and are invisible in the soil when used
in the recommended guantities.

At the some time, to improve soil
texture, | spread 2 in. of peat moss
owver the area and turned it under. To
increase the humus content, [ also
turned under a %-in. layer of dried
manure, which turmned oul to be a mis-
take, It led to the only problem we
had with the planting—mushrooms,
which grew f[rom spores in the
manure. The mushrooms emerged
beneath the moss, litting patches of
it. The elevated paiches dried out
and had to be replaced.

After weeding cmd improving the
scil. I dug shallow trenches running
across the slope and buried porous
soakar hose (Hydro-Grow brand, sold
by Gardener's Supply Company; see
Sources at left). [ had used this type
of socker hose successiully beiore. | like
the ifact that it can be left in ploce
permomently because the hose s por-
ous, water leaks out, and none is left
inside to freeze and sweall, [ knew thet,
even on d sleap slope, the soaker hose
would ensure the constant moisture
needed to maintain a moss goarden.

Transplanting the moss—As 1 was
making plans o harvest moss, a roofer,
hired to repair the roof of my clients’
garage, made the happy discovery
that the roof was covered with moss.
I removed this moss—smooth-stalked
yellow feather moss ond woodsy
mrium—by carefully slipping o wide
kitchen spatula under it. The moss
came up from the tar-and-gravel root
easily. in huge. lovely, sopping wet
sheets with % in. to 1 In. of soil at-
tached. I rolled it like a rnug. then used
large, commercial cookie sheets to
transport it to the hillside.

| lgid the moss just like carpet.
stretching the rolls slightly to it cround
rocks and the trunks of the few re-
moning trees. | found it easy to meld
the moss sheets to the somelimes-



rugged grade changes on the hillside,
I mixed the lour types of mosses ran
domly, litling the pleces into place
like o jigsow puzzle. The result was a
patchwork of subtle shades of green.
I surrcundead the decxd nettle ond sweet
woodruff plants with moss as i | were
mulching them, and now their white
leaves and flowers contrast with the
carpet-like background of green

Ii this genden site had been a flat
pieca of loand, ['d have rolled the moss
with a lerwn roller after placing it, But
the hillside [ planted was much too
steep cnd irregular for rolling. Where
the ground was fairly flat, 1 walked on
the moss, trying to press every plece
evenly against the sgil, On the steep
ploces, 1 pressad the moss to the soil
as hard as [ could with my haneds,

In some places, the slope was so
steep that | was alraid the moss would
slip off the hillside during o heavy
rain. Here [ pegged the moss patches
o the soil, using short pieces of twigs.
This technigque held the moss {irmly
against the soil until it could develop
root-like rhizoids to anchor itself

Making more moss
Even with the bonanza on the gaorage
roof, 1 eventually ran out of moss be-
fore recching the end of my planting
Then | simply made more

Eecause mossas reproducea from
stem pieces and spores, propagating
them is easy. A bed of moss of con-
siderable size con be rapidly grown
from a small paich if you use the
lellowing mass starier. My recipe calls
for ¢ hondiul of moss, a can of bear
cmid ¥ tecspoon of sugor mixed briefly
in a blender until a thick purée
forms. This creates many potential
plani-lorming stem pieces and the
union of cmy fertile spore-forming ponts.
(Before blending, [ shook the moss free
of sail, but it's not necessary to rinse
off clinging soil.) I've read similar
recipas for stanting moss that call for
buttermilk instecd of bear, and [ have
also heard that water works equally
well (ond less cromatically). 1 spreod
the moss cmd beer mixture about % in.
thick in the bare spots between the
transplanted moss patches. In five
weeks, moss had begun to grow. By
autumn, the new meoss was indistin-
guishable frem the transplants, and
was {irmly atioched to the ground

A method for growing moss in sod
like sheets calls for putling bricks in
a container of shallow water and
spreading the moss puree over the
surface of the bricks. Place the con-

tainer in a cool, shady placa. The bricks
will absorb enough water to keep the
moss moist as it grows. I yvou spread
the mixture on cheesecloth laid on
the kricks. it will be ecsy to remove the
moss after it has formed o lush, green
carpel, Just peel the moss, cloth and
all, off the bricks and lay it on the
ground wheare you want it to grow,
The cloth will decompose as the moss
attaches itself to the soil.

Maintaining the moss garden
Beccuse [ prepared the soil so thor-
oughly bafore planting. the moss
garden now requires very little meoain-
tanance. During the first summer, I
weeded consistently and watered reg-
ularly with the soaker hose between
raing. The comhbination of the sodker
hose and the absorbent crystals works
perfectly to maintain an evenly-meist
soil, without puddling or crealing wel
spots. An irrigation sysiem isn't neec-
essary to grow and maintain o moss
garden, however, Conscientious we-
tering by cmy mecms will do just fine
Although we had 1o remove some
mushroomes soon after planting, there
are fewer fungl now. and the moss is

Dappled light from the aflémoon sun warms the moss garden, highlighting velvety, green

adhering well to the underlying soil. A
lew weeds continue o appear, espe-
cially between the palches of moss. 1
pull thern out gently. In time, as the
piecas grow together, there will be
fewer places for weeds to take 1oot.

The cnly other chore is lecd removal.
Becouse a rake would tear the moss
up, I used o blower to push the ac
cumulciting blemket of lecrves down the
hillside to the sidewalk, where | swept
them into leal bags.

The eflecl of laying this garden
was immediate. Even though the area
wasn'l any larger atter planting. the
unbroken stretch of cool-looking moss
nerde it seemn so. The once dank, un-
ticly site, closed in by the steap hillsids,
i now open to view, clean and fresh
looking. It even smells wonderfull

Singce making the garden, I've
found that almost everyone [ speak
to about it has a similar, hopelessly
shady spot where nothing ever grows
but moss. [ say that the solution to
thizs problem s moss

Cynthia Gillis has g landscape and
garden design business in Brooklyn,
New York.

- =

hummocks. The brown stalks bear capsules conlaining spores, which will scotter in the
wind, seftling in damp ploces to produce new plants,
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