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Piet Oudolf describes a rewilded garden as "a complicated layering of seasonality,
energy, endurance and reward – both before, during and after flowering".
Piet Oudolf and Noel Kingsbury, Planting: A New Perspective (Timber Press)
The rewilding trend, stimulated from displays at England's Chelsea Garden Show and Hampden Court Palace Flower
Show by Dutch landscape designer Piet Oudolf, has started the "Dutch Wave", a movement that is now sweeping
gardens from Europe to North America. It is increasingly popular in Britain with its lush environment because the
UK has lost 97 per cent of its wild grassland due to farmland or the spread of housing.
It’s been determined in Britain that more than 40 plant species can thrive in a single square metre of grassland. As
their native habitats have declined, so have the bees and other pollinating insects.
The rewilding concept is where a garden, including arid and moist alpine locations, can look wild and natural but be
tame at heart. The desire is for the ultimate in visual interest along with year-round beauty and benefit. The focus is
on the creative use of foliage, texture and colour achieved through a matrix planting then other specimens are
planted to tone in with or contrast the colours. One example of a matrix plant is
A feeling of nature
the perennial Stipa capillata ‘Lace Veil’ (Slender Feather Grass) with its grey-green
linear leaves, small clusters of summer flowers followed by silvery seeds that copes “The idea is not to copy nature,
with hot, dry conditions.
but to give a feeling of nature.”
– Piet Oudolf
Piet Oudolf describes the garden design as the start and not the end of the
process. One should use a stability in the plantings, selecting plants that are
happy in each other's company, are well adapted to their environment and have endurance. Self-seeders are
consequently minimised and perennials are chosen for their ability to survive without the need for regular division.
Oudolf also believes that it is important to use plants which have an "afterlife" and are good once they have
finished flowering, which in turn makes the plantings better for ecology and insect life.
The concept encourages home gardeners to create moods and emotional responses with the deft use of themed
plants. It is essential that plants are selected for hardiness and suitability for garden habitats. That is, plants should
be tough and showy and not need to be pampered or coddled. It has as much to do with the reliability and
sturdiness of the plants as it does their beauty and grace.
The style meshes with sustain“Structure is the most
able gardening concepts by
important component in a
using herbaceous
successful planting; colour
perennials that attract bees,
is important too, but it is a
butterflies and other
secondary consideration.”
beneficial pollinators along
– Piet Oudolf
with plants that form seedheads
in autumn and winter, making them
both ornamental and a pollen and nectar food source for
insects.

Tips for getting started:


What is your location? An open sunny space with good
drainage that is sheltered from strong winds is perfect.

Test your soil to ensure that it is suited to the plants that
you wish to grow.
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Purchase a soil-testing kit from your local nursery and
determine the soil pH. Then add in any nutrient amendments
needed.
What is the moisture like in your site? If it is completely dry,
then you will need to select only plants that will manage the
dry conditions, or you will need to water regularly or even
install a watering system.
Don’t be afraid to experiment. Try new plants and plant
combinations along with colourful and textured foliage. Take
advantage of advice from your local nursery about plants that
are best for your project.

Selecting suitable plants:
Choose plants that are native to your area as well as perennial standbys that are pollen-bearing and nectar- bearing
and, most especially, that match the sunlight and soil conditions in your site. It’s useless selecting a shade-loving
plants for a sunny spot.
However, never remove plants from the wild as this will disrupt the balance of that ecosystem. There are plenty of
suitable native plants available in local nurseries.

Cool those heat waves

Fertilising:
Most of our soils are depleted unless they have been enriched with compost
and manures. You will need to add nutrients to your soil, so consider fertilisers
that use organic sources such as compost, compost tea, liquid kelp, fish
emulsion, worm castings or animal manures.

A single shade tree can have the
cooling effect of several air
conditioners and at the same time
absorb carbon.

Suitable plants:
Along with natives, there are dozens of herbaceous perennials which suit the average garden, such as:
achillea, artemisia, aquilegia, apiaceae, Allium ‘Millennium’, amsonia, Astilbe chinensis, lysimachia, poppy,
Helenium ‘Moerheim Beauty’, Californian poppy, shasta daisy, lamium, Echinacea pallida, delphinium, centaurea,
Nicotiana langsdorffii, Eryngium alpinum (a large purple Sea Holly with blue stems), veronica, etc.
Suitable common herbs are: thyme, marjoram, borage and bee balm.
Grasses appear prominently in wild gardens, bringing to the fore highly textural forms and gorgeous inflorescences.

Dividing perennials:



Many perennials need to be divided every few years in order to bloom to their full
potential. Dividing perennials also helps to fill your garden and reinvigorate the soil to allow for future
growth and bloom.

Don’t try to do everything at once. The first step
is deciding what can be divided and when. Begin with
one clump and finalise it before moving on to another.
Otherwise it is easy for plants to be left exposed if you
are called away from the garden or tiredness sets in.

Perennials that grow in big clumps are great for
dividing. Divide these plants in the opposite season of
their bloom time (usually autumn).

Plants that have just one stem (and main root)
cannot be divided. Instead start new plants from
cuttings or seed.
Additional reading: Designing with Plants and Dream
Plants for the Natural Garden by Piet Oudolf and Henk
Gerritsen.
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