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By Cyndi Mudge

While some gardeners carefully 
nurture a single plant to come 
full bloom, Kathleen Sayce 

fi nds herself doing battle with Mother 
Nature to fend off the lush growth that 
comes naturally to the Pacific coast. 
Rain, moderate temperatures, and 
the hardy nature of native plants 
require ongoing vigilance.

Deer grazing on favorite perenni-
als and an army of hungry slugs 
struggle for garden dominance. In 
the end, the best strategy is fi nding 
a way to work with Mother Nature - 
not against her - to ensure a healthy 
balance in garden vegetation. 
When that doesn’t work, there are 
other, more crafty ways to temper 
a wild garden.

Well armed with a love of nature, coastal living and an inventive gardening style, Kathleen 

Sayce takes on the challenge to tame the wild northwest garden with zest and humor.

Taming the 
Wild Garden

“My gardening philosophy is actually 
quite simple,” she explains.  “Any parts of 
your yard that you want to remain as open 
space you must MOW.” With fast-growing 
plants eager to take over any coastal land-
scape, this is a critical step towards taking 
control of your gardening destiny.

continued on next page

Kathleen’s house is located on the north-
ern end of the Long Beach Peninsula 
facing Willapa Bay. The house itself is 
nestled behind a 40-foot high dune that 
once backed right up against the rear of 
the home. A narrow deck frames the foot 
of the house. “It looks like a deck, but 
it’s actually a retaining wall,” explains 
Kathleen. “With the dune pushing up 
against the back of the house there was 
wood rot, termites, mice and lots of mois-
ture.” Kathleen and her husband, Frank 
Wolfe, dug a trench around the house and 
built a retaining wall. They then carved 
away another fi ve feet or so of the dune 
and planted grass, which they now mow 
regularly to fend off the encroaching ivy 

and other bramble that seem eager to 
reclaim their hold on the house.  

Although the ivy, blackberries, huckle-
berries and honeysuckle that cover 
the hillside do help to hold the dune 
in place, keeping them off the house 
is an ongoing battle. “Part of my gar-
dening strategy involves an ongoing 

The perennial Abyssinian gladiolus 
thrives in full sun and blooms in 
late summer and early fall.
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war with the ivy,” Kathleen concedes with 
a note of resigned determination.

Previous owners planted a small orchard 
along the top of the dune and  Kathleen 
eventually wants to clear out the  bramble 
and see the fruit trees pruned and  reshaped. 
The orchard is primarily cherry trees with 
some apple and even a quince tree, whose 
branches are already heavy with fruit.

Kathleen’s garden is comprised of three 
terraced sections in strategic locations 
surrounding the house. Short stone walls 
defi ne each section. Within these leafy 
compounds she has devised ways to grow 
an interesting variety of fl owers, shrubs, 
herbs and perennials. A fourth garden 
near the driveway is in the early stages of 
development with plans to have the fi rst 
plants in place by this fall.

Along the front of the house is a won-
derfully wild assortment of roses, 
 rhododendrons, meadow rue (native 
to the coast range), fairy bells, herbs 

and even lilies. Although this seems an 
eclectic array for a garden, it all fi ts into 
Kathleen’s gardening strategy.

“I require three things of a plant before 
it can be considered for inclusion in 
my garden.” Ease of maintenance is the 
fi rst rule. “Plants must be able to grow 
without a lot of attention,” explains 
Kathleen. This means surviving long wet 
winter months and dry summer  seasons 
without much assistance. The second 
strategy is to use  native plants whenever 
possible. Kathleen will 
typically use Medi-
terranean and South 
African plants when 
she can’t fi nd the right 
native plant to meet 
her garden design. 
Lastly, plants must 
be “deer- resistant.” 
When this isn’t pos-
sible through natural 
means, Kathleen has 
found other creative 
ways to make peace 
between the deer and 
the plants.

She points to a thick-stemmed 
rose she rescued from overgrowth 
on the south side of their prop-
erty. The rose is now a sturdy 
specimen supported by a wooden 
brace. Delicate shoots at the top 
feature lovely yellow roses in 
full bloom that rise about six 
feet from the ground. The long 
curved spine of the rose bush is 
barren while the new sprouts and 
budding fl owers sit safely above 
deer grazing level. Newer, more 
fragile plants within the garden 
are encased in wire mesh. “My 
strategy here is to keep them 
safe from the deer until they are 
about six feet tall,” notes Kath-
leen. Once safely out of reach of 
the deer, the wire fence comes 
off. The deer will strip the lower 
level of these plants, leaving a 
bushy full umbrella of fl owers 
and leaves above. 

Kathleen also seeks naturally 
deer-resistant plants. For ex-
ample, she had read that Monks 
Hoods were toxic to deer so she 
planted some in the rear garden 
compound. The deer didn’t seem 
to know it was toxic and contin-
ued to strip the fl edgling plant. 

Through trial and error she has discovered 
an important lesson: some strategies work 
- some don’t.

Lilies are a favorite of Kathleen’s but un-
fortunately they are also a favorite treat 
for slugs as well. Nurturing lilies to full 
bloom requires a watchful eye for early 
shoots and a quick regimen of bait to 
fend off the onslaught of slugs. Again, 
it’s persistence and vigilance that pays off 
when the lilies are in bloom.

Among the plants that do well with little 
care are ferns and rhododendrons. She’s 
also found that the Pacifi c Coast Iris is 
another species that is very tolerant of the 

coastal climate. Sea Pinks 
is another native plant that 
does well with minimal 
care.

K at h le e n  a l s o  g r ow s 
fresh herbs at locations 
closest to her kitchen. A 
mouth- tingling crop of 
sage,  rosemary, chives and 
 oregano inspires the chef 
within as Kathleen points 

Taming the Wild Garden
continued from previous page

Deer grazing on perennials is one of the challenges of taming the wild garden. This deer, undeterred 
by deer resistant plantings, searches for tasty nibbles in Kathleen Sayce’s garden.

Sagging roof, tilting fl oors, poor 
drainage, walls out of plumb. 
“This house had it all.”
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out her spice garden. Her European Lau-
rel, which provides bay leaves, is among 
those plants  requiring her deer strategy. 
It is safely tucked behind wire fencing 
until it rises above deer  grazing level. 
Standing already at fi ve feet, the laurel is 
only another season or two away from its 
protective metal wreath.

The house, like the garden, has done 
battle with Mother Nature and a truce 
seems to have been made. The house has 
been in the family since 1947. Kathleen 
and Frank purchased 
it in the 1980’s from 
her stepfather. Origi-
nally built in 1865, 
the home had gone 
through many years 
of neglect and at one 
time stood empty for 
nearly a decade. Kath-
leen recalled seeing an 
episode of This Old 
House where Bob Villa 
was pointing out the 
hazards to watch for 
in purchasing a home: 
sagging roofs, tilting 
floors, signs of poor 
drainage, walls out of 
plumb. “This house had it all!” she said 
with a fast laugh. But the location was 
extraordinary and unique. The home is 
built close to the bay, something they 
couldn’t do today. The dune protects 
the home from the noise of the road and 
neighbors, while the front yard gives way 
to a bustling estuary teaming with wild-
life. “We can tell the change of seasons by 
the migrating birds that come and go.”

Twenty years of love and labor have 
 corrected all the problems that plagued 
the home when they fi rst moved in. The 
sagging walls and fl oors, which at one 
spot were measured 18 inches out of 
plumb, with the fl oors dipping nine inch-
es in places, are now level and square. 
Bundles of tight knot red cedar that were 
hidden in the attic are now paneling 
for the walls. The 70-odd bats that once 
 resided in the same attic were relocated to 
the garage when upper fl oor renovations 
took place. To help the bats transition out 
of the home, a bat house was installed 
high on one of their fi r trees behind the 
house. But the bats decided the garage 
made a better home. Undaunted by 
this,  Kathleen  concedes that “Bats are 
good to have around - they eat insects.” 
She added that, “While they lived here 
in the house a few would  occasionally 
fi nd their way downstairs. We became 
quite good at herding bats and shooing 
them outdoors.”

Plant Now for 
Fall Color & 
Spring Gardens 
You know fall has arrived on the coast when the 
garden spiders come out. The sun is lower in the 
sky and raccoons, deer and birds compete for our 
berries and plums. While the urge to plant usually 
hits in spring, fall is actually a better time to plant 
or transplant bulbs, trees and shrubs. Autumn is 
also a great time to add color to gardens in spots 
where summer fl owers have faded. 

This is a perfect time to plant Daphne odora in 
 anticipation of an early spring. One of the fi rst 
plants to bloom and one of the most fragrant 
in the world, Daphne is a welcome addition to 
any  garden. It can be temperamental, but it 
often thrives planted along east facing walls in a 
sheltered environment. One sprig of Daphne will 
perfume an entire room. 

For fall color, Karen Hurd of the Raintree 
 Garden & Gift Center (at the Cannon Beach 
 Junction on  Highway 101) recommends planting 
 chrysanthemums for temporary color. For longer 
lasting color, plant winter pansies and violas. 
 Colorful cabbages and kales will last all winter. 
She also suggests planting grasses, such as 
variegated grasses and brown grasses for color and 
texture (birds can feed on the seeds during winter). 
Colorful hanging baskets can be made with ivy, 
sprays of grasses and a center of winter violas.

Hurd also recommends planting daffodils, crocuses 
and other bulbs for spring blooms. “Take advan-
tage of Mother Nature,” she says. “Reseed your 
lawn in mid-fall and plant trees that are going into 
dormancy. Mother Nature does the watering and 
enables the root systems to become established.” 
This is also a good time for top dressing plants with 
organic compost. Utilize fall leaves by raking them 
in a pile and running a lawn mower over them. 

Balancing the needs of society, commerce 
and nature is not only how Kathleen 
gardens, but defi nes her very career and 
outlook on life. She is a bank scientist for 
Shorebank Pacifi c and her husband is a 
radio electronics offi cer for the merchant 
marines and spends half the year on a 
double-hold oil tanker.  So understanding 
how commerce fi ts into the landscape of 
our world is a way of life on the coast.

Kathleen’s unique philosophy about 
 gardening also fits comfortably with 

her  upbringing. 
Born and raised 
on the  Peninsula, 
 Kathleen’s  father 
was a shellfish 
zoologist who 
worked for the 
shellfi sh lab in 
Nahcotta and 
h e r  m o t h e r 
ran the Ocean 
Pa rk  l ib ra r y. 
She earned a 
 Bachelor of Sci-
ence in  biology 
 (marine  ecology) 
a t  W e s t e r n 
Wa s h i n g t o n 

 University and a  Masters in botany at 
Washington State University. She eventu-
ally completed everything but her disser-
tation towards a Ph.D. She currently works 
as a bank scientist for Shorebank  Pacifi c, 
whose mission is to help the sustainable 
side of economy to develop. Kathleen 
explained that, “The original focus of the 
bank was on rainforests but they recog-
nized that depositors were  coming from 
all over the world and the bank needed a 
way to let them know how the bank was 
fulfi lling its  mission.”  Kathleen began 
working with Shorebank to help develop 
a strategy to meet this goal by working 
with them through  various consulting 
arrangements, until 1998, when she 
 fi nally accepted a full-time position. Prior 
to Shorebank she worked for the Willapa 
Bay Alliance, a non-profi t group that was 
focused on helping the local community 
access  scientifi c data to provide a guide in 
 making better resource-based decisions.

In watching Kathleen enthusiastically 
describe each of the plants she’s culti-
vated throughout the property - from 
the  flourishing Japanese maple to a 
healthy hybrid madrona that required 
five  attempts to negotiate success - it 
 becomes clear that more than science is at 
work here. It’s her love of nature, coastal 
 living and an inventive gardening style 
that  allows Kathleen to tame the wild 
northwest garden. � continued on next page

Yarrow, a perennial, attracts bees, butterfl ies and 
birds, but is alleged to be resistant to deer.
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Spread the leaves around the base of plants to 
keep in heat and moisture.

Blake’s Coastal Nursery and Landscaping in 
 Gleneden Beach, Oregon, carries many native 
coastal plants (trees, shrubs and groundcovers) 
that tolerate the harsh and challenging coastal 
landscapes. Owners Deborah and Blake Gallie 
also carry plants that have a proven record in a 
maritime climate - “even a peach tree.”

According to Deborah, “Early autumn is the per-
fect time to choose trees and shrubs for their rich 
fall color, such as Korean and Rutgers  dogwoods, 
sweet gum, maples, deciduous conifers like Dawn 
 Redwood and Bald Cypress, sumac, euonymus, 
double fi le viburnum and oak leaf hydrangeas. In 
anticipation of spring, she plants bulbs  including 
daffodils, narcissus, tulips and crocus. “This is 
truly the gardening chore which sweetens winter 
dreams,” she says. Planting over bulbs with 
ferns provides a welcome backdrop for spring 
 blossoms. For people who need to stabilize 
garden slopes before winter rains, Deborah 
recommends  planting kinnikinnick and beach 
strawberry as ground  covers. � LM

Fall Planting
continued from previous page
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