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Rabbit-proof Gardening

by Daryl Black

Do rabbits develop double-chins from eating your flowers? Do ground squirrels stare at you in disdain, while raiding your vegetable garden, carting off tenderly cared for squash, corn and tomatoes? Unfortunately, this is an all too familiar and continuing saga, one that began when immigrants to the United States poured over the landscape in search of manifest destiny somewhere in the Rockies. They settled into a lifestyle with natural competition between themselves and other creatures.

Today, those of us who are products of the ever-broadening western expansion know how special the Mountain West is. We cherish the wide vistas and still get satisfaction from working that plot of land. But what do we do about rabbits and ground squirrels? Is there anything, short of trapping or shooting, that well allow us to garden, and at the same time, live in harmony with our furry friends?

If your plot of land is unfenced, if you don’t own a dog, if you like to watch wild animals over breakfast, and if you aren’t keen on applying special formulas to repel the critters, then gardening may be a challenge. The good news is that there is a wide variety of flowers and shrubs you can plant to achieve a satisfying, rabbit and ground squirrel-proof garden, (though experts frequently add a disclaimer, such as “close to it” or almost always”).

Use proven, animal-proof plants

The best way to begin is to use plants thought to be animal-proof, something I did not do when I first created our garden five years ago. Overwhelming enthusiasm to make our land look like something more than a moonscape took me to several of the local nurseries. I began buying all sorts of lovely flowering things, paying a great deal of money and little attention to animal-proof plant lists. I assumed with proper planting and tender care, everything would flourish.

However, each night after I carefully tucked certain plants into the ground, military maneuvers would take place. I was unable to detect tanks, footsteps or munching, but obviously a regiment of rabbits and ground squirrels thought they had been shipped to the local salad bar. Following my nursery trips, many nights ended this way before I told one of the kind clerks my tale of woe. He handed me a list of rabbit-proof plants. This list has evolved into a terrific pamphlet, The Sante Fe Garden, by David Salman of Sante Fe Greenhouses.  I now take lists with me on buying trips and keep them close at hand when mail-ordering plants.

Test plant
So, I developed a new strategy. After all, these animals were here first. Why not work on a garden we could all enjoy? With each subsequent trip to a nursery, I studied the lists and asked the nursery people if anyone had reported animals eating a particular flower or shrub. Now, from habit, I dig and prepare holes for as many plants as I hope to have in an area, but only purchase one initially. As I hold my breath, it is placed in the ground. If the specimen hasn’t been mowed by morning, it is usually safe. To be sure, I give it 48 hours, and then add it to the list of survivors. Test planting any species is the least expensive and least discouraging way to help your animal-proof garden evolve.

Let nature help you
During the last five years, I discovered that animal-proof plants come in an amazing variety of sizes and colors. There are a number of lovely, toxic plants that make strong additions to mountain gardens. Of course, care should be taken to keep small children from eating them. In both annual and perennial varieties, foxglove (Digitalis) is great for shady, moist area animal-proofing. There are several annual and perennial euphorbias that survive conditions in most western zones. If you do not own livestock, loco weed can be used to introduce purple and white to your garden, as well as filling that low to moderate height area between ground cover and bushes. Some delphiniums and larkspur are in the poisonous category, along with daffodils, jonquils and other narcissus. These wonderful bulbs are the ushers of spring, and are rarely eaten. In the vegetable family, tomatoes, potatoes, eggplant, and peppers are perfectly safe until they fruit. Then, if they are unfenced, they enter the danger zone of ground squirrels.

Companion plant
If you are a brave and gracious gardener, plant fodder for the animals to fill their bellies before they consume the plants that are the focus of your garden. A wall or ring of corn, alfalfa, pansies and flax will be particularly luscious around susceptible favorites. You must, however, be fearless to do this because it may encourage the animals to conduct further exploration into your garden. Rue, planted recently near the ornamental onions, appears to be a deterrent.

Embrace the joys
Various herbs are resilient to animals, probably due to their odor. All sages, edible and ornamental, and tarragon are not appealing to animals. Chives, garlic, hyssop, lavender, mint, lemon balm, oregano and thyme are mainstays. Some sweet-smelling plants, such as Halls honeysuckle and lilacs, survive beautifully, and the Virginia creeper vine, along with plants considered native, such as Apache plume, rabbitbrush, linaria, penstemons, and four-wing salt bush, seem to be animal-proof. These natives are also widely used in xeriscaping.

Beware the quirks
A number of plants may physically appear to be similar. Hens and chicks and sedum are examples. Most species of hens and chicks represent hearty meals for ground squirrels and rabbits; sedums do not. Two plants may be in the same genus, such as Santolina. Lavender cotton, Santolina chamaecyparissus, beautiful as it is, smells so foul that it is never touched. On the other hand, S. virens, with its finely textured dark green foliage, is devoured. Ornamental alliums are chewed to the ground. Chives and garlic, also alliums, grow so quickly that they are generally left alone once the harshness of winter and early spring has passed. My bearded iris, although occasionally nibbled, never fail to bloom in May. Of the twelve Dutch irises I planted, however, only three remain untouched, and none survived last year. The Siberian iris, growing on the north side of the house, do not seem to be bothered. Even in animals, there is no accounting for taste. A shrub may be eaten to the ground in one area and several miles (or yards) away, it is unscathed.

Rabbit Favorites—Their Salad Bar Specials:

alliums-ornamental


festuca rubra

anise




fennel

barberry (including Oregon grape)
flax

calendula



iris, Dutch and Japanese

California poppy (seedlings only)
pansies

coreopsis



petunias

corn




santolina virens

dianthus



tulips

dill





yarrow-Achilea millefolium “Rosea”

echeveria

Rabbit & Ground Squirrel-Proof Plants and Shrubs:

Botanical Name


Common Name
Achillea taygetea

yarrow (yellow)

Achillea tomentosa

wooly yarrow

Anacyclus depressus*

mat daisy

Aquilegia


columbine

Artemisia absinthium

common wormwood

Artemisia caucasica

silver spreader

Artemisia dracunculus

French or true tarragon

Artemisia stellarana

dusty miller

Artemisia tridentata

big sage

Astragalus agrestit

field milkvetch

Astragalus inflexus

bent milkvetch

Buddleia davidii

common butterfly bush

Caryopteris clandonensis
blue mist spirea

Chives*

Chrysanthemum maxium*

shasta daisy

Chrysothamnus nauseosus
rubber rabbitbrush

Digitalis


foxglove

Elaeagnus angustifolia

Russian olive

Euphorbia myrsinites

spurge

Fallugia paradoxa

Apache plume

Gaillardia grandiflora

blanket flower

Hemerocallis spp.**

day lily

Hyssopus officinalis

hyssop

Juniperous spp.


junipers

Iris, bearded*

Lavandula


lavender

Lewisia

Linaria vulgarus*

butter and eggs

Lonicera japonica “Halliana”
Hall’s honeysuckle

Melissa officinallis*

lemon balm, sweet balm

Mentha supp.


mint

Narcissus


daffodil/narcissus/jonquil

Origanum spp.

Oregano

Oxytropis lambertii

purple locoweed

Oxytropis splendis

showy loco

Papaver spp.**


poppy

Parthenocissus quinquefolia
Virginia creeper vine

Penstemon spp.


beard tongue

Rabbit & Ground Squirrel-Proof Plants and Shrubs: (cont.)

Botanical Name


Common Name
Pepper (until fruiting stage)

Perovskia atriplicifolia

Russian sage

Picea spp.


spruce

Potato

Rudbeckia hirta


gloriosa daisy, black-eyed Susan

Salvia farenacea

mealy-cup sage

Salvia officianalis

garden sage, herb sage

Salvia patens


gentian sage

Santolina chamaecyparissus
lavender cotton

Sedum spurium


dragon’s blood

Sedum telephium

autumn joy

Senecio cineraria

dusty miller

Spiraea bumalda

goldflame spirea

Stachys lanata*


lamb’s ears

Stachys setifera

Syringa spp.


lilac

Thymus spp.


thyme

Tomato (until fruiting stage)

Tritoma uvaria**

red hot poker, torch lily

Veronica spp.*

Yucca spp.

Zinnia grandiflora

little golden zinnia

*
These plants may be tasty to our wild friends, but grow so quickly even under the poorest of conditions, that they remain good additions to any garden.

**
Unpredictable results when it comes to rabbits and ground squirrels. Use gallon-size plants or bigger for best results.
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