The Verge Experiment - 5 years of monitoring water usage of drought tolerant plants

Part of the verge in winter looking west, December 2022. All photos are from Beth Savidge unless noted.

The plantings along the bike path in front of our house are drought tolerant. | wondered just how little they could be
watered —especially since there is no water access across the road. Rain water collects in the ditches for established
plant roots to tap into during the summer.

The California Native Section.

| planted the California natives starting in January 2018 with three shrubs to see what
might happen when a guerrilla gardener encroaches on public land. No one seemed to
care and they thrived. The next couple winters, 50 more species of very low water
native plants were added and each was hand watered well when planted, hauling
water across the road. Generally, a new gallon-sized plant likes a woodchip mulching
and about 5 gallons of water on their first drench.

The spring blooms have been amazing! During the summers | didn’t have to worry
about the annuals and bulbs that die back, except chopping them down. We always ) i e :
try to just stomp or chop debris onto the soil as mulch. But | did monitor the other Spring blooming lupine and CA poppies
plants for summer stress and hand watered some a couple

times to encourage establishment. Surprisingly, most of the
perennial plants did not need summer water. Some looked
horrible at times but were alive, and the next rains brought
them back to life. My experiment on the verge seemed to
be successful!




But this past summer was different, it was really hot with about 44 days over 100 degrees and temperature records
broken. The area is open and sunny and often battered by dry winds. Should | water? Again, | decided not to, except
to hand water 6 still establishing shrubs. To become established most drought tolerant shrubs need help for 2-3
summers and most perennials for 1-2 summers. If we have normal winter rainfall, established plants should then be fine
without additional water during the following summer. Although some plants might look really unhappy, we have
numerous summer blooms on the verge --Apache plume, goldenrod, California fuchsia, Baja fairy duster, summer lupine,
desert willow, bladder pod, even some CA poppies.

The drought tolerant plants from around the world section.

Encouraged by the native section, | started looking at the area in
front of my neighbor’s house. When the pandemic March 2020
lockdown came, | decided the best therapy was to start digging!
Lucky for me the family of five very capable helpers jumped right
in to dig out all the 2 ft tall weeds. Soon, another 120 ft of verge
was ready for plants.

We did plant about 20 CA natives, but then | decided to expand
the experiment and to focus on very low water plants from
around the world. To the horror of my neighbors, | hoicked them
and we planted about 100 plants, many from Mediterranean
climates. Most of the plants and bulbs were dug from my yard.
However, planting this kind of garden should start in the winter to
take advantage of the rains, not April when the temperatures are
rising.

My neighbor offered a faucet and hose that we could stretch
across the road at daybreak on Sunday mornings. Hand watering
plants with a hose for an hour or so isn’t really much water, Clockwise: Caster bean, Sternbergia, spider lily, Mexican petunia
but way easier than hauling it. That first summer |

enjoyed the sunrise 10 times. | had to stop early August when the full tomato trucks started going by. They are rough
on hoses! The next winter more plants/bulbs and a few annuals were added with 7 sunrise waterings the following May
thru July. Most plants are now well established so | wasn’t going to water this past summer but | wimped out and
watered twice, the first in late July—a whole year since the previous watering. The summer show stoppers are the
caster beans, perennial sunflowers, Texas ranger, Russian sage, and Mexican petunias. After our unexpected mid-
September rain of 4 inches, the summer stressed plants came to life and fall blooming bulbs of rain lily, spider lily, and
Sternbergia started blooming.

About a year ago we had a close call. A person hired to spray the county
roadside weeds was just starting when a neighbor noticed and stopped
him. For some reason he couldn’t see that my plantings were not weeds,
saying only “my job is to spray”. It was time for action and | finally found
the person | needed at the county office. Four months and $400 later, we
installed county provided signs that might or might not help, as they are
not libel for accidental sprayings.

I know this section is another success due to all the cyclists and runners/walkers who stop to
thank me or let me know how much they enjoy it. | already have my list of plants to add in
both sections this winter! And in case you are wondering, the “verge” is adopted from my
stay in New Zealand where —you guessed it—I planted the city owned verge strip by the road
and it was lovely.

Patricia with Maximilian perennial sunflower. Gerard Bock photo



Article and plant list by Patricia Carpenter -- 2023

Plant lists are as of March 2023. Many of these plants are still in the experimental stage and not fully tested. There are

failures sometimes when | under estimate water needs or other hazards like gophers.

surprises!

DROUGHT TOLERANT CALIFORNIA NATIVES

Achillea millefolium

white yarrow

But also, there are often

Achyachaena mollis

blow wives

Grindelia camporum

great valley gumweed

Agave deserti

desert agave

Heteromeles arbutifolia

red toyon

Amsinckia menziesii

Menzie’s fiddleneck

Iris douglasiana

Arctostaphylos pajaroensis
‘Paradise’

Parjaro manzanita

Aristida purpurea var.
purpurea

purple three-awn grass

Pacific Coast Hybrids

Lavatera assurgentiflora malva rosa
Layia platyglossa tidy tips
Linum lewisii blue flax

Artemisia californica
‘Canyon Gray’

Lupinus albifrons

silver bush lupine

Asclepias fascicularis

narrow leaf milkweed

Lupinus albifrons var.
collinus

low growing silver
lupine

Bouteloua gracilis

blue grama grass

Lupinus benthamii

spider lupine

Lupinus formosus

summer lupine

Lupinus macrocarpus var.
densiflorus

chick lupine

Lupinus succulentus

arroyo lupine

Caladrinia ciliata redmaids

Calliandra californica Baja fairy duster,
zapotillo

Carex praegracillis clustered field sedge

Carex spissa San Diego sedge

Malacothamnus?

Ceanothus ‘Concha’

Chilopsis linearis

desert willow

Chlorogalum
pomeridianum

wavy leaf soap plant,
amole

Monardella villosa coyote mint
Muhlenbergia rigens deer grass
Nemophila maculata five spot
Peritoma arborea bladderpod

Cirsium occidentale var.
occidentale

cobwebby thistle

Phacelia californica

rock phacelia

Phacelia campanularia

desert bluebell

Collomia grandiflora

grand collomia

Plantago erecta

dotseed plantain

Datura wrightii

Ranunculus californicus

CA buttercup

Dendromecon harfordii

island tree poppy

Rhus ovata

sugar bush

Dichelostemma congestum

ookow

Ribes malvaceum

chaparral current

Dichelostemma ida-maia

CA firecracker

Romneya coulteri

Coulter’s matilija poppy

Diplacus

red bush monkeyflower

Salvia ‘Bee’s Bliss’

Salvia ‘Pozo Blue’

Sisyrinchium bellum

blue-eyed grass

Encelia californica CA brittlebush
Epilobium canum CA fuchsia
‘Bowman’s #1’

Epilobium canum CA fuchsia

‘Sierra Salmon’

Solidago velutina ssp
California ‘Cascade Creek’

CA goldenrod

Eriodictyon californicum

CA Yerba Santa

Sphaeralcea ambigua
‘Louis Hamilton’

desert mallow

Eriogonum fasciculatum

CA buckwheat

Sporobolus airoides

alkali sacaton grass

Eriogonum giganteum

St. Catherine’s Lace

Eschschoizia california
‘Mahogany Red’

CA poppy, red

Trichostema lanatum

woolly blue curls,
romero

Fallugia paradoxa

Apache plume

Triteleia laxa ‘Queen
Fabiola’ and ‘Silver Queen’

Ithuriel’s spear

Frangula californica coffeeberry
Fremontodendron flannelbush
Gilia capitata globe gilia




DROUGHT TOLERANT PLANTS FROM AROUND THE WORLD

Narcissus paperwhites
Narcissus daffodills
Nepeta x faassenii catmint

Nigella damascena

love-in-a-mist

Achillea filipendula fernleaf yarrow
Adenophora liliifolia lady bells

Allium cowanii

Allium tuberosum garlic chives

Aloe vera

Alstroemeria white, gold and pink

Osteospermum fruticosum

African daisy

Amaryllis belladonna

naked lady

Othonna chierifolia

barberry ragwort

Aquilegia chrysantha

golden columbine

Oxalis tiangularis

purple leaves

Papaver rhoeas

Flanders poppy

Pelargonium sidioides

Pennisetum villosum

feathertop grass

Bulbine frutescens yellow and orange
Chasmanthe

Coreopsis tinctoria calliopsis

Crocus

Perovskia

Russian sage

Eremophila maculata
‘Valentine’

(pinkish red)

Eremophila prostrata

(yellow)

Erigeron karvinskianus

Santa Barbara daisy

Rhodophiala bifida oxblood lily
Ricinus communis castor bean
‘Carmencita’

Rosmarinus officinalis

‘Tuscan Blue’

Eriocephalus africanus

African rosemary

Ruellia brittoniana

Mexican petunia

Euphorbia rigida

Salvia leucantha

Mexican bush sage

Gladiolus tristis

Salvia ‘May Night’

Glaucium flavum

horned poppy

Scilla peruviana

giant squill

Grevillea “Winpara Gem’

Sedum ‘Autumn Joy’

Helianthus maximilianii

Maximilian sunflower

Sedum praealtum

Helianthus salicifolius
‘Sunstone’

willow leaf sunflower

Sparaxis tricolor

Harlequin flower

Hemerocallis

daylily, gold and orange

Stachys byantina ‘Helen
Von Stein’

lamb’s ears

Hunnemannia fumariifolia

Mexican tulip poppy

Sternbergia lutea

autumn daffodil

Hyacinthoides hispanica

bluebells

Ipheion uniflorum

Spring flower

Teucrium chamaedrys
‘Nanum’

Iris, bearded

Tulbaghia violacea

society garlic

Iris orientalis

Spuria iris,
white and purples

Tulipa clusiana

Tulipa ‘Peppermint’

Ixia

African corn lily

Leucojum aestivum

snowflake

Wedelia acapulcensis var.
hispida

orange zexmenia

Leucophyllum frutescens

Texas ranger
‘Heavenly Cloud’

Zephyranthes

white rain lily

2?

succulents

Limoniastrum
monopetatum

shrubby statice

Lobelia laxiflora

Lomandra histrix

Lomandra grass

Lycoris radiata

spider lily

Maireana sedifolia

pearl blue bush

Muscari armenicum

grape hyacinth
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