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The Ground Layer

Each month, we descend deeper into one layer, from canopy to soil, examining how
structure, texture, bloom timing, seasonal shifts, and ecological function weave
together into a coherent, resilient whole. March introduced us to the ephemeral

layer. This month, we descend to the foundational ground layer: moss.

If the ephemeral flowers are the garden’s opening act, then mosses are its constant,
its bass note, its quiet permanence. They were here before the flowering plants

evolved. They will be here after the last garden has been abandoned to time. And in
between, they do more quiet work per square inch than almost any other plant

group in the garden.

Moss gardening occupies an unusual position in Western horticulture: long
overlooked, even weeded out as a nuisance in lawns, it is now experiencing a

remarkable renaissance. Driven by the rising influence of Japanese garden
aesthetics, growing interest in low-maintenance and ecological gardening, and a
cultural shift toward embracing shade and slowness in the garden, mosses have

arrived - or rather, have been rediscovered.

Your Year at a Glance
January: Winter Structure

February: Alpine Plants
March: Special Treasures for Early Spring

April: Moss Gardening
May: Edible Flowers

June: Summer Fragrance Plants
July: Weed Control

August: Late Summer Vines
September: Ornamental Seed Heads

October: Late Fireworks
November: Texture, Evergreen Anchors, Preparing the Base Layer (Soil)

December: Conifers
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Understanding Moss: Ecology & Biology

Mosses are non-vascular plants - meaning they lack the xylem
and phloem tissue that transport water and nutrients through
ferns, shrubs, and trees. Instead, they absorb water and
dissolved minerals directly through their leaf surfaces,
making them exquisitely sensitive to air quality and humidity,
and entirely dependent on moisture for reproduction.

What Moss Does for the Garden
Far from being merely decorative, moss performs a suite of
ecological services that make it one of the most valuable
ground-layer plants in any shaded garden.

Erosion Control
Moss forms a dense, fibrous mat that binds soil particles
together, dramatically reducing surface runoff and erosion on
slopes, under trees, and along pathways where conventional
ground covers struggle.

Moisture Retention
A healthy moss carpet can absorb up to 20x its dry weight in
water, acting as a living sponge that releases moisture slowly
during dry periods and reduces the need for supplemental
irrigation.

Microhabitat Creation
The interstices of a moss mat harbor an extraordinary
community of microscopic organisms that form the base of
the soil food web.

Temperature Moderation
Moss carpets insulate soil from temperature extremes,
keeping roots cool in summer and protected in winter.
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Cultivation & Establishment

The key insight in moss cultivation is this: you are not so much growing moss as
creating conditions that allow moss to thrive. Remove the obstacles, and moss will
do the rest.

Site Preparation
Begin by testing soil pH. Most mosses prefer acidic conditions. If your soil is alkaline,
treat it with sulfur or acidifying mulches. Remove all weeks, especially grasses, by
hand or with a smothering mulch. Compact the soil lightly: unlike conventional
plants, mosses prefer firm, dense soil without air pockets.

Transplanting vs. Moss Slurry
Established moss fragments transplanted in spring or autumn root fastest. Press
fragments firmly onto prepared soil and keep consistently moist for 4-6 weeks while
they establish. Alternatively, blend moss fragments with buttermilk or plain yogurt
and paint onto rocks, walls, or soil. The lactic acid decreases the pH, increasing the
acidity to help with adhesion. This ‘slurry’ method is slower, but excellent for
covering large areas or inaccessible surfaces like stone walls.

Watering & Aftercare
Newly transplanted moss needs consistent moisture for 4-6 weeks. Once
established, most garden mosses are remarkably drought-tolerant - they simply go
dormant and turn brown in dry periods, rehydrating and greening up within hours
of rain.
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Moss in Garden Design

Moss brings qualities to the garden that no other plant can replicate: the illusion of
great age, a texture of extraordinary softness, and a quality of stillness that is
genuinely restorative. Here is how to use it well:

The Moss Lawn
Replace problem-shaded lawn areas with a moss carpet. A Moss lawn requires no
mowing, no fertilizing, and little watering once established. It looks beautiful under
dappled light and handles light foot traffic when mature.

Softening Hardscape
Moss growing in the cracks between stones, over walls, or across stones is one of the
most beautiful effects in the garden. Encourage it by painting diluted buttermilk into
joints and keeping the area moist. The result is a sense of timelessness money
cannot otherwise buy.

Moss & Rock Compositions
Pair cushion mosses with carefully placed boulders for a minimalist composition of
remarkable elegance. The mounded forms of the moss echo the rounded contours
of weathered stone. This is the foundation of the Japanese garden aesthetic.

Woodland Carpet
Under deciduous trees where nothing else will grow, a moss carpet transforms a
bare, root-filled problem area into a serene woodland floor. Combine different moss
species for variation in texture and tone.

Container & Trough Moss Gardens
Hypertufa troughs planted entirely with mosses, miniature ferns, and dwarf sedums
make extraordinary table-top compositions. These portable moss gardens are a low-
maintenance way to bring the aesthetic indoors or onto a covered patio.
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The Japanese Garden Tradition

No tradition has done more to elevate moss as a garden plant than the Japanese
aesthetic of wabi-sabi - the beauty of imperfection, impermanence, and
incompleteness. In Japanese gardens, moss is not an afterthought, but the primary
design element, the green silence against which all else is arranged.

Saihōji Temple in Kyoto, known as Kokedera (Moss Temple), is perhaps the most
celebrated moss garden in the world. Its lower garden features over 120 species of
moss carpeting the ground beneath ancient trees, creating a landscape of such
tranquility that the temple was designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1994.
Visitors must apply months in advance for the rare privilege of entry.

Key principles of Japanese moss garden design that translate directly to Western
gardens include: the use of a single, dominant ground layer to unify diverse
elements; the careful placement of stone to create focal points within the carpet;
the embrace of naturalistic asymmetry over formal symmetry; and the intentional
inclusion of negative space as design elements in their own right.
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Next Month Preview

In May, we rise from the ground layer and look to the most ephemeral and delicious
layer of all - the edible flower. While moss creates the garden’s living carpet below,

edible flowers bring the garden into the kitchen, blurring the boundary between
ornamental and productive horticulture. We’ll explore the full spectrum of flowers
that are safe and delicious to eat: from the familiar to the surprising to the refined.

We’ll examine how to grow, harvest, and preserve them - and how edible flowers
represent a layer of the garden that feeds not just the soil and the insects, but the
people who tend it. The edible flower is where ecology, beauty, and nourishment

converge in a single, perfect bloom.
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