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Shade Gardening in the Coastal Bend
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Although we may think of shade as a problem, it actually offers an opportunity to use a variety of plants that offer stunning flowers and foliage in the absence of bright sun.  And since fewer weeds plague shady gardens, these leafy retreats require less maintenance.

Shade is a relative term, especially when applied to gardening.  There are degrees of shade…infinite grays between the dark of night and the bright sunshine of midday.  Deep or dense shade receives no direct sunlight and little indirect bright light.  Although there are mosses, ferns and some vines inhabiting these areas in nature, the plant palette is very restricted.

One step up from dense shade is dappled shade which is found beneath large-leaved trees.  Even this small increase in light expands the plant selection to include many more ferns as well as some woodland flowers. One of the best ferns for our area is the Holly Fern (Cyrtomium falcatum). The holly-like green leaves on the arching frond of this fern make boldly textured mounds. The Cast Iron plant (A. lurikda) with its sturdy, long-lived evergreen foliage is also remarkable in its ability to live in a dark shaded area.  Often the biggest issue here is not the amount of sunlight, but the competition from trees for water and soil nutrients.

Filtered shade occurs beneath small-leaved trees which include our beloved oaks.  It might be thought of as half shade…areas receiving fleeting direct light as the sun passes overhead.  The plants mentioned in the previous paragraph will also thrive in filtered shade.  Caladiums do well in this light.  Large, colorful leaves renew the caladium’s status as a traditional favorite each year.  Their nodding, painted leaves add a refreshing quality to the shadows.  Also grown for their brilliantly colored leaves are Coleus plants (Lamiaceae).  Colors include green, chartreuse, yellow, salmon, orange, red, purple and brown, often with many colors on one leaf.  The Begonia (Begoniaceae) is great for this shade and is grown for its multicolored foliage as well as its flowers. America’s number one bedding plant, Impatiens (Balsaminaceae), do well in filtered shade.  They will bloom prolifically from spring to fall in beds, borders pots or hanging baskets.  Gardens of filtered shade can support many different plantings including numerous plants requiring sunlight to produce flowers.  

Light shade is somewhat of a misnomer as these areas receive direct sunlight for 2-3 hours either in the morning before ten A.M. or late afternoon after three P.M.  Lots of plants thrive in these conditions.  Spider lilies, Mexican petunia (Ruellia brittoniana), Blueshade (Ruellia blueshade) and  Airplane plant (Chlorophytum comosum), will all grow in this shade.  The variegated variety of the airplane plant makes a pretty contrast to a dark shrub background and provides some “light” for the shade. One caution is that the Mexican petunia can be invasive and would be better as a container plant.  You might also want to add native American Beautyberry (Callicarpa americana), and native Turks Cap (Malavaviscus arboreus) to attract birds to your garden as well as adding some color.  Adding some ginger in this area of your garden will give you a nice variety of foliage.  There are several that do well in our area including Shell ginger (Alpinia zerumbet) and Tri-color ginger.  It is important to remember that late afternoon sun is more intense due to the heat which has intensified throughout the day.  Shade-loving flowering plants much prefer the morning sun.

Partial shade is the “sunniest” category and includes areas receiving at least two hours of midday sunshine.  Some of the shrubs for this area are: Hibiscus (Hibiscus rosa-sinensis), Indian Carnation  (Tabemaemontana divaricata), Natal plum (Carissa grandiflora),  Ixora (Ixora coccinea), and Japanese Yew (Taxux cuspidate).  The Indian carnation and the Natal plum both produce lovely white flowers.  Bleeding heart (Dicentra fumariaceae), Firecracker (Russelia equisetiformis) and Jasmine also do well in this light. This is the “easiest” shade in which to grow our coastal plants.  In our area many plants labeled sun lovers will put on a respectable show of flowers even with this restricted sunlight due to the intensity of the heat and light combination.  So don’t be afraid to try a variety of new plants in this part of your garden.  

We have given you just a small sampling of plants that prefer or will accept some degree of shade.  Remember that coastal plants must endure constant wind, salt-laden air and poor, sandy soil.  Groupings of plants will usually take our coastal conditions better than single plantings.  You will also get a more dramatic effect with multiple groupings of a plant.  In shaded areas, gardeners have an opportunity to grow gorgeous plants for bloom or foliage.  There are endless possibilities for a shady spot to become a special destination in your garden.  Have fun and Happy Gardening!   
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